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Abstract:
Over the past few hundred years, classical music has developed its own society, which
has become more and more separate from the day-to-day society that we all live in. This is a
complex society, with its own rules, language, and a hierarchy of values that would seem silly in
a more practical world. These different standards can often make classical music seem
inapproachable to those outside of this world. In addition, the music itself can seem so foreign to
those who are used to listening to popular music. Through these essays I will provide an
explanation of conductors’ and musicians’ behavior, our attachment to our musical instruments,
and how we can derive such passion and meaning from completely abstract music with no lyrics
or explanation. In doing so, I hope to remove to some of the stereotypes, though only the false
ones, and open up the doors to this world, so that more people can freely enter and exit.
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1An Orch Dork Speaks Out
In high school, I was invited by a member of the Brookline Symphony to come be the
only cellist in the pit for a production of Gilbert and Sullivan’s Operetta “Patience” at MIT. I
loved it. It was exciting to be being thrown into a production in which I knew no one, and was
younger than everyone involved. During a break, I was chatting with an MIT student. He asked
me what college I went to, and I proudly told him that I was still in high school.
“What are you doing here then? It’s a school night. Don’t you have work to do?”
“Actually, it is spring break, so I’m off for the week.”
“Then what are you doing here? Don’t you want to be out hanging out with your
friends?”
I laughed this comment off with a shrug of my shoulders. But it really irked me. What
was wrong with me? Why am I spending my spring break with a bunch of adults and college
students playing dorky classical music? Shouldn’t I be spending time with my high school
friends? How did an MIT student call me a dork?
This was when I realized what it means to be a young classical music dork. Don’t get me
wrong: I say that with pride. I am proud of my love for classical music, and my ability to play it
well. Not all people who play classical music are dorks, or “dorchs,” as we spell it. Dorks are
those who truly embrace and adore classical music. We would rather spend our spring break
evenings playing beautiful music in a challenging environment than doing just about anything
else. This MIT student, even though he was an MIT student, clearly was not a music dork.
My favorite jokes are music jokes, and I insist on telling them, even when my friends
don’t get them. Though I do know how they feel, as I get the same glazed look in my eyes when
2I hear sports jokes. I can’t suppress a grin whenever I hear a piece of classical music on a TV
commercial, and I tell everyone around me what the music is. I would rather put on the classical
radio station at just about any time of the day than the local hip-hop/R&B station. Of course, I do
enjoy a good pop song. (Disco is my biggest weakness.) But in general, it is classical music that
really excites me.
I spend my road trips listening to Bizet’s “Carmen” in its entirety, and get a kick out of
the strange looks my friends give me when I tell them how much fun it was. I sing along to
symphonies. Having played a low instrument so much, I often find myself making up harmonies
to the pop melodies I hear on the radio. I will happily go through any piece of music with a non-
classical fan, and try my best to explain why it is so spectacular. (Though strangely, no one has
taken me up on this offer.) I just love classical music. I am at my happiest when I am playing it,
and I cannot imagine anything else on this earth that could compete with the sublimity of
classical music.
Most people have their stereotypical views of what an Orch (pronounced “Ork,” as in
orchestra) Dork is: that kid who spends her entire afternoon trapped in his room, drilling scales
and exercises and solo repertoire for hours on end, with no time for any normal social life.
Meanwhile her pushy mother is out promoting her to anyone who will listen, using anything but
musical skill and prowess to advance her child in the music world. Well, let me tell you, they do
exist. But we are not all like that. In fact, many of your standard classical musicians are just like
you. And if they start going on and on about a piece of music they’re playing, give them a break.
It’s only because they want you to love it as much as they do.
3There is the option that they just want to brag about how much they know, but they
usually only talk to each other because no one else will listen. I once sat backstage before a
Districts concert, and listened to the two cellists in a “friendly” competition. One said, “Have
you played this one?” and played a fancy segment of a cello piece. The other joined in and they
played a few bars. But once they realized that they both knew the piece, they stopped. The other
cellist said, “How about this one?” and started playing some even more challenging passage. If
the first cellist knew it, he joined in, and they repeated the pattern. If he didn’t know it, he started
a new piece that hopefully the second cellist wouldn’t know. This went on forever. However, this
is no different from the competitive nature of any other common student activity: sports, art,
dance, or drama. No matter what their hobby, people are always trying to measure themselves up
against their peers.
Some people complain of an arrogant attitude they get from musicians. To be honest, it
happens to the best of us sometimes. We don’t mean it. It is just so easy to get lost in the world
of music that anything that brings you out of it just seems lesser. It’s like if you were watching a
very engrossing movie, about a very serious topic, and someone next to you starts talking about
what they will do with their hair tomorrow. They sound a lot shallower than they would in any
other context. Sometimes musicians are walking around in that serious, engrossing movie. We
don’t need a picture in front of us. All we need is a song in our heads. That song can affect our
whole mood. When Beethoven’s 5th is on my mind, I can almost feel fate pounding down on me,
or if I have been concentrating on Bach Suites earlier in the day, it puts me in a very serious,
contemplative mood. All humans have serious days, but when your life is dedicated to bringing
those emotions to surface, the music can take over your mind much more than it should.
Nevertheless, I apologize on behalf of all musicians for this.
4Sometimes we have to feign arrogance, because that is how you get gigs. Self-confidence
can make or break and audition. If you walk in, and meekly offer your name and the music you
will be playing, chances are, you will not win the audition. By playing the part of a star, you can
convince the rest of the world that you are one. This is for two reasons. Firstly, when you exude
confidence, people notice and then they believe that you have something to be confident about. It
is also important to appear confident because when you think you can play well, you play well. If
you are insecure about your abilities, your playing actually gets worse. So while many of us are
petrified when we begin performing, we have to pretend that it requires no effort for our own
sake.
Another explanation for the arrogance is the divine position that is given to music in our
society. Often, classical music is considered to be the closest we can come to the heavens while
still on earth. Pablo Casals, a cellist, said, “Music is the divine way to tell beautiful, poetic things
to the heart.” Beethoven said, “Music — The one incorporeal entrance into the higher world of
knowledge.” A talented musician sometimes might get used to the idea that she was put on this
earth by God to play His music. Of course, not all would agree with this, but when people say
such things, it is hard not to let it go to one’s head.
The world of classical music is also full of sycophants. That is how a musician gets into
the best orchestras, and how he gets the best seating. There is no denying that much success in
classical music is due to talking to, and flattering, the right people. Take a conductor of the best
orchestra in the world, who is constantly used to people fawning all over him: put him in the real
world, and of course he would expect people to continue the bootlicking. Most classical music
stars are so busy that they don’t know what goes on outside their small world. So when they are
5released into the wild, without any training, they can look like narcissistic nincompoops. We can
only blame the world of musicians for this, as we allow and encourage it to happen.
Most of that arrogance is unpleasant, but rarely affects those outside of the musical
world. However, some musical arrogance is inexcusable, as it thickens the concrete wall between
the world of classical music and the rest of the world. I have been to a number of BSO concerts
recently. While I enjoy the classy, sometimes snooty, posh atmosphere, I know that it is scaring
many of my friends away. No matter how exciting the movement, we are not allowed to clap,
unless it is at the end of the piece. That practice smothers any excitement an audience member
may feel. And take a look at the program notes. They are all written so dryly. The point of
program notes is to help the listener understand and appreciate what they are listening to. In a
Boston Philharmonic Orchestra Concert Program from November 20, 2003, I found some notes
by Michael Steinberg. Here is a small example of the notes on Mahler’s 4th Symphony:
Today we perceive more clearly that what [Mahler] was up to was writing a Mahler
symphony, uncharacteristic only in its virtually exclusive involvement with the sunny end
of the expressive range...The violin tune, yes, is so popular in tone that we can hardly
conceive that once upon a time it did not exist, but it is also pianissimo, which is the first
step toward subverting its rustic simplicity. (33)
Huh?
But the amazing thing about classical music is that despite all the arrogance that comes
with the society of classical music, much of the music is anything but snobby. Some works
present the most humble, meager, hopeless thoughts that anyone is capable of possessing. The
music in Mozart’s day was written for aristocrats, so of course it has a haughty attitude to it. That
is what the aristocrats paid Mozart for, and that is why Mozart’s music is so boring. However, in
6Barber’s Adagio for Strings, there is a long, drawn out climax, leading only to a collapse into
nothing. The entire piece is made up of this one shape. Is this how Barber perceived his own life?
No matter how far you climb, you are only going to plunge into oblivion, never to be heard from
again? In fact, it is the shape of our lives, though we often do not like to think of it that way. In
order to write this music properly, the composer must have an understanding of these darker
views of life. The majority of composers, particularly in recent history, have been filled with
self-doubt and very dark thoughts. Although they might have projected an arrogant attitude,
perhaps it was only to cover up their own insecurities.
And although it is professional suicide to admit it, most performers are filled with self-
doubt too. Of course, there are the sickeningly self-confident performers, but their insecurities
may lie beyond the realm of music. Maybe their understanding of sadness comes from never
making friends, or never being good enough to please their parents. In order to play this music,
we have to feel. In this case, we have to feel Barber’s sadness, whichever way it hits us hardest.
So when a musician seems to be particularly arrogant, watch him play. If he plays well, you have
a sudden exposure his real self, behind the arrogance and self-promotion.
When we are working with fellow musicians, we must let this vulnerable side through in
order to get the same mood to come from each and every instrument. A conductor can seem like
the meanest, most dictator-like conductor you have ever met. But if he is conducting a piece like
the Barber Adagio, you are almost guaranteed to see a vulnerable, exposed man tormented by all
of the same life struggles as the rest of us. A conductor has to explain to us how he understands a
piece. This description requires that he expose himself in a way that is very difficult, particularly
for someone who is holding authority over all of us. Despite the divides that may arise between
7conductor and musicians, these moments bring us all together as peers. It is unfortunate that few
people outside of the orchestra have the opportunity to witness this connection.
This brings me to the bond between musicians. In the strange bubble of serious music, we
need each other to make it through. In high school, I needed peers who understood, and shared
in, the huge time commitment of being a classical music student.
We need each other to get through the mundane days of frustrating practices. When I was
learning a difficult concerto, there was one important part of what got me through those days
when I wanted to cry because my thumb hurt so much, or because my fingers just would not do
what they were supposed to. That was my roommate, who was learning the Mendelssohn Violin
Concerto at the same time. Every afternoon, we would retreat to our individual bedrooms and
battle it out with our instruments. Then we would come out and just vent about all of the little
things that were driving us crazy. “I can’t get the octaves.” “It’s just a scale, but I can never hit
the top note right.” “Those chords just won’t be in tune!” etc. While practicing music is often a
solitary activity, it is so important to have peers to share your frustration with because some
days, practicing alone, getting nowhere, it just doesn’t seem worth it. At least with a partner, I
know I’m not the only one suffering. And during a successful day, it is much more exciting when
I can share my accomplishment with someone who understands that “getting octaves in tune” is
an exceedingly big deal. It also reminds me of the fun part of music: playing with other people.
And with the deep, sometimes depressing, messages in classical music, we need each
other just to know that someone else understands that darkness that we see in the world.
Beethoven, Tchaikovsky, Shostakovich, Elgar, Mahler, and innumerable others all bring a very
dark view of life to the surface in their music. To be exposed to that at a young age, or at any
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very good at sharing emotions, particularly those as deep as those touched on by classical music.
So when in youth orchestras, they find a group of people that they have this bond with at the age
of 16, they become immediately inseparable. This can make orchestra kids a little cliquey, with
our silly inside jokes, nicknames, and sudden intense closeness. But doesn’t that happen with any
youth group?
So please don’t judge us before you know us. I know that as a dork, I do have trouble
realizing that some people might not like this music as much as I do. (My little brother and I will
never, ever agree on whether classical music or avant-garde jazz is the greatest.) But we will
never stop fighting over it because we feel an equal passion for our music. I also know that
usually, you really aren’t interested in what piece of music is in that beer commercial. But one
day, you might be, and I want to be there when you are.
Classical musicians feel incredible pride that they are a part of the classical music world.
And who can blame them? It is an amazing world. But it is all too easy to get entirely caught up
in our own little world. Someone must be the ambassador between these two worlds. So here, I
emerge.
9Meet Mr. Cello
Reader, meet Mr. Cello. Mr. Cello, reader. I've known Mr. Cello since I was about 10
years old. For much of our relationship, we were not exactly friends. He felt like more of a
burden, getting in the way of spending time after school with my high school friends. While they
were hanging out on the front steps of the school, I had to drag Mr. Cello to rehearsals and
lessons. And even on days when I was free, I couldn’t exactly go shopping with a cello hanging
off my shoulder, which I was still lugging around since we had orchestra in the mornings. But I
must have known there was something good in him because we maintained our friendship
through those hard times. Maybe due to, or in spite of, the endless hours we spent together, by
the end of high school, we were best friends. Our friendship has developed so much since then
that now we’re practically inseparable, for better or for worse.
Whenever I stop to chat with someone when Mr. Cello and I are traveling, he stands
strong next to me, providing a perfect-height shoulder to lean on. He provides an excellent
introductory conversation topic. The comments range from, “Is that a guitar?” to “Boy, that must
be heavy,” to “Do you play in the band?” and even sometimes, “Hey, I used to play the cello!”
When I’m waiting somewhere, I wrap my arms around his neck and lean my chin on top of his
head. No matter where I am, the comfort and support of Mr. Cello makes me feel comfortable
and at home.
And I try to make him happy and comfortable, too. When I pick up Mr. Cello to head out
to rehearsal, I say, “Come on, buddy.” The way I lift him gently and grab ahold of him in the
same familiar position, it’s like picking up a large child. He gets more space under the umbrella
than I do, and I apologize to him when he gets wet. When I hit Mr. Cello against a wall, a chair,
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a person, or another cello, I say, “Ouch!” Sitting in the library after rehearsal, I have to put Mr.
Cello at the end of the aisle while I look for books, but I always place him so he is facing out. He
remains there so patiently, standing perfectly straight, watching me curiously. I can’t help but
smile at him, and think, “Don’t worry, we’ll go home soon.” (And don’t tell anyone, but when
I’m feeling particularly sentimental, I’ll wave at him.)
Before you call the asylum, let me defend myself. First of all, naming your instrument is
not that rare. It is not very common in the professional circles, but I do know that another Mr.
Cello exists in New York, the cello of a professional. I think the more time a student musician
spends with his instrument, the more likely his is to name it. One student named his bow after his
teacher, and his viola, “Harold,” after an orchestra piece with a big viola solo. A peer of mine
calls her Viola "Mr. Bigglesworth," because that was its name in a skit she performed at music
camp.
However the naming of instruments is less common than I had originally thought. One
fellow musician commented that it is mostly cellists and girls who name their instruments. After
all, cellos look like people, and are about the size of a person, so I suppose that makes them more
likely to be named. I noticed that it is also usually the musicians who are known for being laid
back who name their instruments. Those who take music less seriously are more likely to see
humor and humanity in their relationship with their instrument. For the very intense musicians,
an instrument is a tool, not a companion.
Another reason people state for not having named their instruments is that they could not
think of an appropriate name, though not for a lack of effort. I have always had trouble getting
away from the name, Mr. Cello, which is the name of both my first and second cellos.
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You may ask, why Mr. Cello, when the curvaceous form of a cello would imply a woman
more than a man? Well, first of all, most musicians name their instruments the opposite sex. It’s
just the way it goes; perhaps because the relationship between a person and his instrument is so
intimate that it is like a romantic relationship. But I think my real reason for giving Mr. Cello his
name is his range. While the cello has a larger range than any singer could hope for, he shares his
basic register with the male voice. I have a friend who has given his cello a woman’s name, but
it’s rare, if not impossible, to have a female who could sing a low C, so an instrument who can
do that just is not feminine.
But besides those logical reasons, Mr. Cello has his particular name because of his
dignified sound and appearance. The cello has the ability to be very expressive and lyrical, but it
also has a sound that is very round and controlled, like graceful but strong masculine steps. If
Mr. Cello were a person, he would wear a top hat.
Our relationship is not so close simply because I have given Mr. Cello a name and
personality. Mr. Cello has been there with me through the most intense, most frightening, and
greatest moments of my life. A life of music is full of those. While waiting for auditions in an
unknown room in a new building at a new school, with people I’d never met, the only constant
was Mr. Cello. He was there, and unlike me, he never shook with nervousness. During an
audition if I just closed my eyes and felt the cool smooth fingerboard, it was like I was back at
home again, playing just for myself. Unlike pianists, who have to play a different piano in evert
room, other musicians have the fortunate familiarity of an instrument that remains constant from
practice rooms to audition rooms to concert halls. When I joined a new orchestra in high school,
I remember looking at my cello case from onstage, lined up with all of the other cello cases
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along the wall. The case had already become a part of the gang, and it was only a matter of time
before I would too.
But it isn’t just the constant companionship that makes me just a little strangely close to
my cello: it is the nature of the relationship. If I carried my laptop everywhere, I do not think I
would ever feel the same bond as I do with Mr. Cello. My conductor once said when leading us
in Tchaikovsky’s Symphony #5, “Try to remember everything you felt when you were a
teenager, and play like that.” It worked. Mr. Cello and I, and all of the other members of the
orchestra and their instruments, had to work together to convey that painful anguish that no one
wants to remember from their teenage years. I wouldn’t talk to anyone now about the ridiculous
(and now that I look back on it, ridiculously unnecessary) pain I went through when I was a
teenager, but through my fingers and movement, I can tell Mr. Cello. And because he sings out
exactly what I express with my body, it is like he understands and sympathizes.
Music is emotion purified. And when you’re striving for a worthwhile performance, you
have to at least partially go through those emotions yourself. And without Mr. Cello sitting with
me, the expression of some emotions would never reach the surface. He somehow gives a voice
to the indescribable. When playing, there is a constant exchange between the musician and her
instrument. The muscian makes a movement, to which the instrument reacts and makes a sound.
In reaction to that sound, the musician makes another movement, or more of the same. It is like a
conversation, but because the subject matter is so emotional, it is a conversation about your
deepest secrets. The work between a musician and her instrument leads them to exchange
feelings that most human relations never touch on.
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I was having a terribly rotten day. I came home, and all I wanted to do was cry. I was
exhausted, I had just learned I was going to be charged hundreds of dollars for damage on a car
that I didn’t damage, and there was no one in my dorm to talk to. Bad day. I wandered around
my dorm, through the kitchen, the living room, upstairs, peeked in the bedrooms, back
downstairs, back upstairs, etc. I must have opened and closed the refrigerator door five times.
Nothing looked appealing.
Then I walked by the front door and noticed Mr. Cello standing there. I had been feeling
guilty that I hadn’t practiced in a while, but this feeling wasn’t guilt. It was familiarity, comfort,
and happiness. It was like seeing a friendly face. So I wrapped my arms around Mr. Cello, put
my chin on top of his head, and sighed. Then I brought him upstairs, and played for an hour.
There was no practicing involved. I pulled out the Bach Suites, and just played as far as I could
until I didn’t know any more.
When I first started playing, I couldn’t get my day out of my head. I kept worrying about
stupid things that had gone on. But as I played on, the music slowly filled up my head, pushing
out all of the obnoxious, worrisome thoughts. By the time I finished the second suite, I felt
surrounded by this protective aura of music. While I was playing, nothing could burst the bubble.
People read books to escape from the difficulties of day-to-day life, or to plunge
themselves deeply into their problems, and thus perhaps gain a better understanding. Or maybe
they read simply to have some moments of peace and quiet. I play music for those exact same
reasons. The intense concentration of playing, the musical noise that drowns out the noise of the
world, and the beauty of the music all take me away from life for a short period of time. Music
can either clear the mind completely, or plunge it into a level of higher understanding. Some
great thinking can be done while playing music.
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The Bach Suites are the greatest, and most commonly played, solo cello works of all
time. In most musical works, cellists are dependent on other instruments to make their music
complete. And often our parts are more accompaniment than melody. In the Bach Suites, the
music is completely between me and the instrument. I don’t need to compromise with other
musicians on tempo, dynamics, or mood. The music is my own, and thus is some of the most
satisfying music I can play.
When I was in the process of learning the Second Suite (CD Track 1), my cello teacher
told me a story about a student and a teacher. They had spent an interminable amount of time,
with the teacher giving the student interpretations, bowings, and dynamics to make a successful
musical performance of the suites. Finally, the student was able to play the suites exactly the way
his teacher told him to. The student played for the teacher, and when he finished, the teacher
said, “Good, but now you have to make it your own.” Basically, now that the student had learned
what one interpretation could be, he now had to use that knowledge to figure out what the Bach
Suites meant to him. He had to start from scratch, and design his own bowings, phrasing, and
style.
There is something about the Bach Suites that is more mysterious than just about any
other cello work. Maybe this is because it is one of the oldest cello works that is still played
regularly, and so the sound is unlike much of what we play. The Bach Cello Suites tell the story
of life: sometimes happy, sometimes sad, but rarely with the same heightened drama of later
classical works. Many students don’t know what to make of it: it is deep, but much more subtle
than the melodies we are used to playing. There might be a deeper reason, though, stemming
from the depth of emotion in Bach’s composition. I know of no Baroque piece as dark and
introspective as the Bach Suites. How are we to ever understand what Bach meant as he wrote it
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about 300 years ago? We all start learning the first suite very early on in our cello lessons, but
supposedly we won't understand it until about 60 years later, if then. Because the suites are so
abstract, with absolutely no narrative built in, you need life experiences to understand the
emotions in the music. Even better, you need a deeper understanding of the human experience to
play Bach with conviction.
Every time I sit down to play the Suites I feel that I am playing them better than I ever
have. They are so meditative that you feel like just by playing them you are traveling through
your own personal history. And each time you play them, your personal history is more complex.
You play a chord and suddenly it strikes you that that particular chord conveys that same
emotion you felt during an event in your life.  This is why the older you get, the more you grow
to love the Bach Suites.
When I first began playing the Suites, I thought they were boring. Nothing dramatic ever
happens; it just keeps going and going. The prelude to the Second Bach Suite is the first Bach
Suite movement I loved, and I am not alone in that. Most of my friends who have played the
suites name the second as their favorite. It is in D minor, which not the reason they often give for
loving it the most, but there has to be a reason why the minor suite is everyone’s favorite. To me,
minor keys sound richer. Every chord has a twist to it that makes it all more interesting. Or
perhaps the reason for this is just like our taste in movies: we like tearjerkers. If a movie has a
happy ending, we often think, “Well, that’s not realistic.” The same is true with minor music. We
tend to remember sad events more than happy ones, and so minor music, with its sadder tone will
speak more to us about our own lives, or at least how we see them.
The sad tone of this movement does not only lie in the key signature. There is a theme, an
arc shape, which continues throughout the piece. The notes rise, and then fall, then rise, then fall.
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They rise higher sometimes, and sometimes they don’t rise very much at all. While this isn’t an
image of human existence that we would really want to cling to, it is how we all have felt at
some point: you strive for something higher than what you have, but you just cannot reach it.
This shape can also represent our lives in a larger sense, similarly to the way Barber wrote his
Adagio: no matter how high we rise, each one of us eventually falls into death.
One interesting trait of this prelude is that it sounds like a human speaking, telling his
story. It is not telling a specific story, but the continuous flow of notes sounds like human
speech. Depending on the rhythm and pitch of the notes, the speaker could be rambling on about
his day, or yelling about a particularly frustrating incident. This concept could partly because that
is how the Prelude was taught to me. When my teacher was trying to get me to feel my own
interpretation of the Prelude, he would sing the opening with words, such as: “Let’s go here, or
maybe go a little higher. This time let’s go even higher, but then we fall back down again.”
When you play this piece, it is like you are telling your own sad story, or someone else’s. The
way the notes ramble on, it is like you are trying to get your ideas straight, but meanwhile, they
just keep flowing out in a great purging of emotions. And because the suites are complete
abstract, a cellist performing the suites can be telling his own story, but each person in the
audience can hear his or her own.
When I was done playing the suites, I still knew that I had a lot of little problems to deal
with. But starting with a mind and soul full of music, nothing seems as bad. This is for so many
reasons. Baroque music is very intellectual, with repeating patterns and organized changes in key
signature. It is almost like the meditative music of the monks. This regularity is very reassuring
to someone who is feeling frazzled.  My new positive attitude also depended on the sheer beauty
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of music. When I play, I get lost in the music, and so when I return, it is like I am coming back
from a vacation or a nice walk. I return from this journey, having seen wonderful things that put
most troubles in perspective. Also, in the music, I have also experienced sorrow that someone
else managed to put on paper, so I feel less alone.
To get out my frustration, I could punch a pillow, slam some household appliances, or I
could yell, but there is nothing as productive as playing music. By playing a sad piece that
expresses how I am feeling, I can turn my problems into something beautiful, which makes the
problems suddenly seem not so bad. Orpheus could charm savage beasts by playing his lyre and
singing. He could even make trees uproot themselves so that they could follow him around and
listen to him sing. While I am no Orpheus, perhaps the combination of Mr. Cello’s sound and
Bach’s writing could charm a beast as savage as a stressed out college senior.
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Meet the Rest of the Gang
My friendship with Mr. Cello began when I was in the 4th grade in Somerville Public
Schools. I had played the violin for a year, mainly because my older brother also played the
violin. Then our music teacher, who coincidentally was a cellist, came into my class to try to
recruit more kids to the music program. She demonstrated all of the instruments, but when she
came to the cello, sitting on the bench in front of the coat closet, she showed us how cool a string
instrument could sound. Ten boys and I signed up for cello lessons. One year later, I was the
only one left.
Most people’s choice of musical instruments is pretty random, and yet sometimes it
seems like fate. I have been told that I “look like a cellist.” When I asked the person who told me
what this meant, they said, “I don’t know. You just do.” It might be the loose comfortable
clothing that they could associate with the warm, laid-back attitude of cellists. More than any
other instrument, the cello must be enveloped in the player’s body, and so requires a certain type
of person who has that affable, inviting personality.  In addition, cellists have to wear loose
clothing because playing the cello requires much more bodily movement than a wind, or even a
smaller string. Violinists must be all wound up tightly over their left shoulder. The majority of
bass players are tall. Is this because all the short ones quit? It can’t be because they were all tall
when they started, because no one knows which tall children will become tall adults. Or who
knows? Maybe you become like your instrument. There are three flutes in my orchestra: each of
them is tall and skinny. Perhaps a flautist feels the need to stay trim so that they look suitable for
their instrument. Or a cellist becomes more open and warm because they have their relationship
with the cello.
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But by becoming your instrument, I don’t just mean physically, though that happens
often enough. You also take on the persona of your instrument. Someone told me that it was
entirely appropriate that I picked the cello because you must embrace the cello, and that is how I
play: with love and embracing. This characteristic might work when speaking about me, but all
cellists certainly do not have the same warm connection to their cello.  Instrument personalities,
meaning the personalities of the instrumentalists are pretty well known among the orchestra; it is
the favorite subject for dorky music jokes. Of course, every one thinks they have the best
instrument. They also think their instrument is the most challenging, and that it has the most
beautiful sound. But every instrument can’t be the best, though they each certainly have their
qualities.
There is a music joke about cellists. It goes, “How do you get a cellist to play fortissimo
(very loudly)?”  The answer is, “Write pianissimo esspressivo.” "Piano" means softly, and
"esspressivo" means with expression.  The sharpness of the joke is ruined by my explanation of
the musical terms, but it states a universal truth about cellists. My conductor says, “They even do
that downtown,” meaning in the Boston Symphony Orchestra. Whenever we are given the
slightest hint that we have a pretty melody, we will play it out, no matter what the written
dynamic is. This could be because cellists see ourselves as having gone through centuries of
oppression, stuck with boring bass lines, when we had such potential for melodious sound. So
now whenever we see an opportunity to play a melody, we do not let it go by unnoticed. It might
also be because the cello is so much larger than the rest of the instruments that sometimes it is
harder to keep the volume under control. If you start to play with increasing energy on a cello,
the cello just starts to sing and it is hard to stop him.
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Cellos are distinctive from the other members of the orchestra. We have the ability to be
a strong bass foundation, as well as a convincing melody. We see the French horn as our
equivalent in the brass section: a beautiful melodious sound along with the ability to be a strong
foundation to the orchestra. Few instruments have that range of personality. The french horns
and the cellos often tell each other that if they were to switch instruments, the french horn or the
cello would be their first choice.
Violinists’ personalities are best displayed in the following joke: “What's the difference
between a violin and a viola? There is no difference. The violin just looks smaller because the
violinist's head is so much bigger.” Violinists are egomaniacal divas, and proud of it. But in an
orchestra, the violins are split into two sections: the first violins and the second violins. The
second violins are combination of the firsts and the violas. In a high level orchestra, they are
more like violins, but in the youth orchestras, they are slackers like the violas.
The violas are the butt of more jokes than any other orchestral instrument. But violas just
don’t care. A typical joke about violas is, “Why do violists stand for long periods outside
people's houses? They can't find the key and they don't know when to come in.” Violas are
known for being a little (or a lot) out of it. They space out, forget to count, and never expect
anyone to notice (and usually no one does). This is something I even noticed in my first
orchestra, when I was about 11. It was always the violas that were screwing things up. I
remember telling my mom in the car on the way home about how the violas were messing up
again. When we were young, it was a source of embarrassment and they really seemed upset that
they just couldn’t get anything right. But as violas get older, they get comfortable in their skin,
and just laugh off the insults as they play however they damn please.
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My conductor once said, “Wow, violas. You played that better than the first violins!” We
all laughed, and applauded the violas. That was not something you hear very often. The firsts
turned red with embarrassment. Whenever the violas play something well when sight-reading,
the conductor always looks surprised.
Next, we have basses, the lowest string instrument in the orchestra. They are the goof-
offs of the string section. I once sat in the back row of All-States orchestra, and spent the entire
time listening to the principal bass behind me crack jokes. A bass joke goes something like, “Did
you hear about the bassist who was so out of tune his section noticed?” The basses are even more
laid back than the violas because as much as the violas’ mistakes go by unnoticed, the basses’
mistakes are noticed even less. In defense of the bass, it is actually much more difficult to hear if
a note is in tune when it is very low, but the basses are stereotypically the kind of people who
don’t care either way. The violins, an uptight bunch, notice when the lower strings are out of
tune, but the lower strings couldn’t care less how the violins are playing. But we chuckle at them
when they can’t hit their high notes.
Next we have the woodwinds. Flutes don’t have many good jokes written about them.
They’re basically known for being loud and piercing, and no one else in the orchestra really likes
them. I love the flautists in the orchestras that I am in, but they’re generally known to be abrasive
and uppity, something like their instrument. There is one point of agreement among almost all
members of the orchestra: the piccolo is the worst instrumental invention ever. It is a little flute,
and so high that it is difficult to control the volume or the pitch. Some second violins have to
wear earplugs so their ears aren’t ringing for weeks after sitting next to the piccolo. There is one
good clarinet joke: “How many clarinetists does it take to change a light bulb? Only one, but
he'll go through a whole box of bulbs before he finds just the right one.” Clarinetists are
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constantly changing their reeds before and during rehearsals, sometimes holding up the whole
group. This also brings in the constant clarinet excuse: “I was playing with a bad reed.”
The oboes, bassoons, and french horns have enough trouble playing that jokes are often
not even necessary. They are incredibly difficult to get a nice sound out of, and to play the right
notes, and in tune. One joke goes: “Why is the french horn a divine instrument? Because a man
blows in it, but only God knows what comes out of it.” French horns are very unpredictable for
less experienced players, but have such a beautiful tone when they are played right. Because of
this beautiful tone, the french horn has many solos written into the orchestral repertoire. But
because it is such a difficult instrument, with less-advanced players these solos can be a wreck in
orchestral settings.
Trumpets are the butt of a bunch of jokes: “How many trumpet players does it take to
change a light bulb? Five. One to handle the bulb and four to tell him how much better they
could have done it.” Trumpets are insanely competitive. It’s like the violins, but worse because
there are, at most, only four trumpet positions in an orchestra. They spend the time before and
after rehearsals, showing off for each other, playing as loudly and high as they possibly can, to
the great annoyance of everyone else who is trying to tune.
Trombones are sort of like the basses of the brass section: lackadaisical jokesters who are
often seen as slackers. “How do you know when a trombone player is at your door? The doorbell
drags.” Trombones are notorious for being behind the beat. They do not get to play often, and
when they do, they want to play as loudly as they possibly can (sort of like the cellos). But they
get so into their notes that they end up lagging on each one too long, and drag behind everyone
else. Despite their laid-back attitude, when the conductor tells them they’re playing slowly, they
can get quite indignant.
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And tubas? What is there to say? There aren’t very many, they don’t get very interesting
parts, they often have to sit out the large majority of pieces they’re playing in, and their
instrument is huge, cumbersome, and hard to play. So, how do they stereotypically cope? Beer!
The joke goes: “These two tuba players walk past a bar... Well, it could happen!”
Of course, there are drummer jokes: “What do you call a person who hangs out with
musicians? A drummer.” This does not even get into the gamut of jokes told about guitarists,
rock musicians, singers, jazz musicians, and of course, conductors. The following is my favorite
jazz musician joke:
An orchestra was rehearsing a contemporary symphony in which there was a particularly
difficult jazz trumpet riff. However, none of the trumpet players could play it. One
trumpet player suggests they hire in a jazz trumpeter. The conductor screams, "NO, NO,
NO!! Jazz musicians are irresponsible, can't play in tune, and are not real musicians!!"
Finally, they talk him into it.
The next night at 7:57 (for an 8:00 rehearsal) the jazz musician shows up carrying his
trumpet in a paper bag. The conductor decides to wait until after to yell at him. But the
jazzman plays the riff perfectly the first time. The conductor tries to thank him after
rehearsal, but the cat is gone.
The next couple of rehearsals go pretty much the same way, with the cat playing the
entire first trumpet part perfectly.
Finally, the conductor grabs him after rehearsal and says, "You know, at first I didn't
want to hire you because I thought jazz musicians were irresponsible and couldn't play in
tune, but I must say you have changed my mind. Thank you."
The jazzman says, "Well, cat, I figure it's the least I could do since I can't make the
concert."
As a sister of a professional jazz musician, I feel the need to say that they are not all irresponsible
cats. But as a classical musician, I feel an opposing need to tell this joke to anyone who will
listen. The classical world has its fair share of artists who are so lost in the music that they are
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unreliable as businessmen. But that doesn’t stop us from making fun of jazz musicians for that
trait which we claim is much more common in them.
Of course, when I chose the cello, I knew none of this. No one does when they begin.
One girl I spoke to actually started learning the violin after seeing Yitzhak Pearlman play on
Sesame Street. She was so astounded by his incredible physical skill in his arms and hands, while
being unable to walk. That image stuck with her, and she still plays the violin to this day. Others
picked violin by default, or because it has the most pieces written for it. But no matter the reason
you pick your instrument, you grow into your instrumental personality, and grow to love it. It’s
like joining a club: playing an instrument makes you belong to that gang.
There is not much competition between musicians of different instruments, but there can
be some resentment. The first violins get lots of solos; that is just the definition of being a first
violin. But when they take this for granted, and don’t practice or don’t play it musically, many of
us in the cello section grumble to ourselves. On repeat offenses by the first violins, these
grumbles can get quite loud. We love our first violins, but if we could have just one chance to
play that beautiful melody, we know we could blow them out of the water.
However, the instruments can teach us a lesson to put aside the bitterness over who gets
more solos, whose tone is prettier, and who has the best music written for it. When other people
in the room are playing, every instrument vibrates with sympathetic vibrations. Whether he is
playing or not, Mr. Cello always sings along with the music. I can feel it in my legs, and I can
even sometimes hear it. No matter what is going on, our instruments always want to sing more.
Just like our instruments, even when the composer has not given us that melody, we can still
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close our eyes and feel it as if we are playing. In this respect, Mr. Cello is a great role model. He
enjoys music when other people play it, even if that rotten piccolo plays it.
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Antonin Dvorak: The Abraham Lincoln of Cello History
The first cellos emerged in the 15th Century, when Western ideals for music included the
lower register for the first time. These cellos were a part of the violin family, and were
commonly called the "bass violin." There were different kinds of cellos: some were held
vertically, the way modern cellos are, and some were held horizontally, like a guitar, some had
five strings, some had four, some started on a low C, others on a G a fifth above. And there were
even different sizes. The smallest of these cellos, smaller than the modern cello, was used for
melodies. The violoncello was the bass instrument that usually played accompaniment.
Although there were some cellos made for melody, the cellists did not become as
virtuosic and advanced as violinists. William Pleeth, one of the great cellists of the 20th Century,
and Jacqueline du Pré’s teacher, claims this is due to a lack of repertoire for the cello in the
seventeenth century. In fact, those cellists who were interested in playing an exciting solo work
would often play violin music, and thus proved themselves to be as technically capable as the
virtuoso violinists. However, since this music was originally written for violin, we do not have
much of a record of solo cello works.1
Johann Sebastian Bach was the first great hero in cello history. He wrote Six Suites for
Solo Cello, a piece that every cellist plays and learns to love. It is one of the few cello works
from the Baroque Era that is still played today. The suites were written at a time when the cello
was rising in popularity, and much music was being composed for it. However, Bach took the
time to really look at how the cello worked, and wrote beautiful music specifically suited for the
cello. Thus, his cello music is the cream of the Baroque crop. The cello's growing prevalence in
the Baroque Era is very fitting, considering the darkness of the Baroque style. The cello has the
                    
1 Pleeth, William, Cello. Schirmer Books, New York, p. 232
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darkest, most somber tone of all of the strings, and so when the current popular art style was also
very dark, the cello was discovered.
The Suites were the first great works that focused solely on an instrument that was
generally seen as made for accompaniment. A common practice of accompaniment in the
Baroque Era was "Basso Continuo." This was where a high instrument, such as a violin or flute,
would play the melody, with a cello and keyboard accompaniment. This was a staple in the
repertoire, so the cello was not given much of a second thought by some composers.
However, moving forward about 70 years, much of the Classical Era was a stagnant
period for cellos. Even after Bach had shown the variety of styles and sounds that the cello could
make, the cello was still the grunt of the orchestra, playing one note per measure (usually every 3
or 4 beats), merely outlining the harmonies of the music. Haydn and Boccherini (a cellist) each
wrote a couple of cello concertos, which are very nice, and which every cello student learns.
Haydn also gave the cellos more interesting parts in his symphonies. These parts were not on the
level of the melodies that we would be playing in another hundred years, but they make the
accompaniment parts much more interesting to play. But beyond these rare points, the Classical
Era of music generally favored the higher instruments, and cellists across the Western world
were bored.
To most classical music listeners, Mozart was the shining star of the Classical Era. I
admit that Mozart wrote some beautiful music, the highlight of his career being the "Lacrymosa"
from his Requiem. But as a cellist, I have to take a stand. Mozart just gave his cellists no chance.
Most of his cello parts consist of dull bass lines. When Mozart did decide to give the cellists
something challenging, it was written in a way that is incredibly awkward on the cello. First of
all switching from slow, simple bass lines to fast-moving notes is much harder than consistently
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playing fast notes. It is very difficult to suddenly switch speeds. Secondly, passages would
involve shifts and bowings that were much better suited to the violin. I always assumed that
either Mozart just thought a cello worked exactly like a violin, or he had some sort of incident
with a cellist and was just out to get us all.
The real reason for Mozart's neglect of the cello is probably because the piano in
Mozart’s day had a very clear upper register, while the lower register was rumbly and unclear.
So when Mozart was composing on the piano, it became his habit to always put the melody in
the treble lines, and the accompaniment in the bass. In orchestras this translated into a melody in
the violins and the accompaniment in the cellos and basses. Because Mozart was a genius, and a
favorite among many, many composers followed what he did. Unfortunately, while inheriting
some great innovations that he made, people also inherited this bias against cellos.
Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827) made some great strides in the movement for
equality of the cello. He wrote many pieces for cello and piano, including five cello sonatas. But
most interestingly, Beethoven allowed the cellists to lead off symphony movements with some of
his most famous melodies. He trusted the cellists to kick off the theme in his Third Symphony.
He also gave us the opening of the second and third movements of his incredibly famous 5th
Symphony. Lastly, he let us be the first to play the Ode to Joy in his 9th symphony. Beethoven
was arguably the greatest composer to ever live, so it almost seems trite to admire his use of the
cello. Yet his expansion of the melody to instruments all over the orchestra was one of his
greatest innovations in classical music.
 Beethoven marked the transition into the Romantic Era of music, which took up most of
the 19th Century. During this era, the cello was improved technically, and some great works
were written: Brahms’ cello sonatas, Tchaikovsky’s Rococo Variations, Lalo and Schumann
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cello concertos, Schubert’s Double Cello Quintet and Arpeggione Sonata. These are works that
all cellists are grateful for, but some of these composers (I’m pointing at you, Tchaikovsky) were
not writing music that was “Cellistic.” This means that the composer did not take the time to
understand how a cello works: what styles work best in what range, etc. This is beautiful music
with gorgeous melodies, but they didn’t sound as gorgeous on the cello that they could have, had
they been written specifically to the strengths of the cello.
In 1895, Dvorak completed his Cello Concerto in B minor (CD Track 2), and the cello
world was never the same again. Everyone wanted to write cello music. Richard Strauss,
Shostakovich, Schoenberg, Elgar, Debussy, Barber, and Walton all wrote cello concertos. The
Dvorak Concerto changed what people thought of the cello. The cello had never been put to the
test the way Dvorak tested it. He pushed the cellist’s technical limits as well as the cello’s
sounding abilities. Who would have thought that a cello could hold its own so strongly against an
entire symphony orchestra that contains 12 cellos, alone. The story goes that when Brahms,
Dvorak’s good friend, heard his Cello Concerto for the first time, he said, “Why on earth didn’t I
know that one could write a Violoncello Concerto like this? If I had only known, I would have
written one long ago!”2. If only he had known.
Brahms is not the only person who was swept away by the Dvorak Concerto. The Dvorak
Concerto is probably one of the main reasons I am still playing the cello today. Music critic Dr.
David Wright says, “Rostropovich said it was flawlessly written. Pierre Fournier could find
nothing wrong with it. Tortelier referred to it as sublime and unequalled in the cellist's
repertoire”3. In the series of 55 Cambridge Music Handbooks, each book devoted to a single,
                    
2 Smaczny, Jan, Dvorak Cello Concerto. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, UK, 1999. p. 42
3 Wright, David, Dvorak Cello Concerto & Symphony No. 7, MusicWeb,
<http://www.musicweb.uk.net/classrev/2003/Sept03/Dvorak_Cello_S7.htm>
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important piece of classical music, the Dvorak is the only cello concerto. This is quite impressive
for a composer who said about the cello, “As a solo instrument it isn’t much good”4.
In order to revolutionize the use of the cello, Dvorak had to push cellists further
technically than they had ever been pushed before. However, Dvorak knew a lot about the cello,
and so when he made us work harder, he knew that this work would pay off, and would make the
cello sound more powerful than it ever had before. Tchaikovsky's Rococo Variations is a cello
concerto, though not one of the best. He didn't understand the cello as well as Dvorak, and so the
cello is sawing away, but without much reward. Tchaikovsky made the piece very challenging,
but working on Tchaikovsky's challenges does not bring the same satisfaction that working on
Dvorak's does.
My first problem in learning the Dvorak was that I had no calluses. It had been years
since I had last learned a big piece for the cello. And brightly, I picked one of the hardest ones in
existence. The first few weeks of practicing were spent sliding the side of my thumb up and
down the strings, while trying to hold my hand in the awkward shape that would allow me to
play all of the notes in tune, creating blisters so that one day they would turn into calluses. And
the only way to make sure they turn into calluses was to play right on the blister. This was not
only painful, but also frustrating. In front of me, I had one of the greatest pieces ever written for
cello, and my fingers were in such physically poor shape, I couldn’t even learn the notes yet.
Once I had a nice round callus sticking out of the side of my thumb, I had to get my hand
to shift to the right places. Half of a millimeter off, and the note is wrong. I no longer have little
                    
4 Smaczny, p. 1
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strips of tape marking each half-step on the fingerboard. I lost those when I was twelve. Now
every note depends on muscle memory. 1st position is when my bicep just starts to clench, 4th is
when my palm hits the shoulder of the cello, 8th is when my arm stretches out to a perfectly
comfortable 90 degree angle. I was once in a masterclass where the teacher told me that when
attempting a big shift, I just need to hear the note in my head the way I want it to sound, and then
I will be much more likely to hit the right note, and hit it beautifully. This is a good tip, which
can be applied to any project we face in life. Belief in one’s own ability can often carry one
further than we could ever imagine.
Next, I had to work on my bow hold. To compete with a one hundred member orchestra,
I have to have the largest tone I can possibly get out of my cello. This requires the perfect bow
hold and speed. The bow hold is something I have had trouble with since the age of 11, when, at
my first private lesson ever, my teacher told me I couldn’t just hold it in a fist anymore. It seems
that the bow is supposed to magically balance on my thumb, without any gripping from the rest
of my fingers. Meanwhile, my index finger has to be tilted at an ungodly angle towards the bow,
so that the side of that finger gives the bow the leverage it needs to really bear down on the
strings. Lastly, my fingers need to be flexible, so that when I get to either end of your bow, I can
keep the sound going by flexing my fingers. Once I master this relaxed but weighty hold, the
cello sings out, until I mess up the hold again. It is a very valuable skill to have, but it takes a lot
of frustrating, tedious practicing to learn. In my experience, the bow hold is responsible for more
incidents of crying after cello lessons than any other technical issue.
I saved the best part for last: the octaves. Playing octaves on the cello means that you
play two, for example, A’s, an octave apart. This is difficult on all instruments because octaves
are the most obvious when they are out of tune than any other note pairing. But on the cello, we
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have the furthest to stretch to reach the octaves, because we have the biggest instrument (basses
are too big for octaves), so it is even harder to play them in tune. These octaves require all of the
skills I needed above. I have to play on the side of my thumb. I need to have my muscle memory
working because as the pitch of the notes get higher, as my hand moves closer to the floor, the
space my fingers must make between the notes of the octaves gets smaller and smaller. I also
need to stretch my fingers further than they like to be stretched so that I can reach both the top
and bottom note of the octave. This is probably more difficult than the bow hold, and so should
be responsible for more tears. But octaves, thank goodness, are rarely used on the cello, and
when I do have to learn them, it is so difficult that is usually makes me laugh when I attempt it. It
is humorous to me that people actually expect anyone but the greatest cellists of the world to
play them.
Yet, through all of this, I learned the entire first movement of the Dvorak Cello Concerto.
Were it any other piece, I never would have gone through the frustration and physical pain that it
brought me. But the Dvorak Concerto is special. I have always said that I could not quit the cello
until I’ve learned the Dvorak Concerto. Once I learn it, I can do whatever I want with the rest of
my life because I have conquered the cello. Then again, once I can play the Dvorak, why would I
ever stop playing?
I first heard the Dvorak Cello Concerto on a tape that my grandmother gave me. It had
the Dvorak Concerto on one side and the Walton Concerto on the other. I listened to the Dvorak
Concerto hundreds of times. I don’t think I made it through the Walton once. Before I heard the
Dvorak, I had never heard so much drama and excitement in a piece with “Cello” in the title.
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When I was that young, I did not fall in love with music easily. I was still so busy trying to get
my fingers to go on the little strips of tape on my fingerboard that I was not paying attention to
the sounds that were coming out.  But I adored the Dvorak Concerto from the beginning.
Long before I was capable of playing it, I received a copy of the sheet music for
Christmas. I tried to play through it that day. Of course, I did not make it very far. I could only
play the melodies I recognized, only one note in each chord, and I had to skip all of the fast,
technical passages. But I was thrilled. Whenever I read a famous piece for the first time, I
suddenly feel like a great cellist. The fact that I could play the first two measures of the Dvorak
Concerto convinced me that I was only a few short steps away from Carnegie Hall. As a young
cellist, you rarely get to play music that the real cello stars play. You’re still playing second and
third-tier cello compositions until you are advanced enough to play “real” music. When I was
younger, it was always a thrill to discover that I was playing music that Janos Starker,
Rostropovich, or Yo Yo Ma also performed.
Whenever I was bored with the music I was studying in my lessons, I would return to the
Dvorak. Each time I went to play around with it, I realized I could play a few more notes. I
started off playing just the top note in the chords at the beginning. Then I would play the top two
notes of the chord, then I would make up the third note because I wanted to play a three-note
chord, as it was written, but it was too confusing to learn the last note. For a period of time I
would come back to it every day, and then I would forget about it for years.
My older brother was always good at playing “Name That Composer” in the car. We
would have the classical radio station on all the time, and he could always name the composer of
whatever piece was playing, even if he had never heard it before. It seemed magical. I thought I
would never be able to do that. But then one day, I was in the car with my mother, and the New
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World Symphony, by Dvorak, came on. I had never heard it before, but I knew the concerto so
well that I recognized his style, and I could “name that composer.” I was so excited, I tried to
name the next three pieces, and I got them all wrong. But still Dvorak’s distinctive sound
actually made me feel comparable to my brother, which did not happen often.
My cello lessons during college were very sporadic. I took lessons during my sophomore
year, when I won the concerto competition, and played the Lalo Concerto with the school
orchestra. I had been too busy with schoolwork to take lessons during my junior year. In the
spring of my junior year, my cello teacher died. He was only 58, which is far too young in this
day and age. But as I was thinking about him, I realized that he spent every day of his life doing
what he loved more than anything else in the world: playing music. I realized that if I really
loved music, I needed to at least have one last fling with the cello before I graduated. If this fling
turned into a long-term relationship, that was okay too. But I had made that promise to myself: I
was not allowed to quit the cello until I learned the Dvorak Concerto. At that point, the not-
quitting-until-I’ve-played-the-Dvorak idea was more of a metaphor: I was not allowed to quit
until I had seen how far I could get. The actual concerto had drifted out of my mind.
I was toying with the idea of music performance graduate school. I mentioned this to my
new teacher, and he immediately began plans for a timeline to get me ready for auditions. Every
school requires that you learn a major concerto to audition, and he suggested the Elgar. The
Elgar Concerto rivals the Dvorak as the most popular. It is beautiful, but I don’t see how it can
compare. Knowing that the Elgar was just as difficult as the Dvorak, I meekly suggested it. I was
still uncertain that I could actually handle it. My teacher approved of the idea. After all, he said,
“If you don’t love a piece you’re learning, you’ll never learn it.” I thought he was just humoring
me. It was a fun piece to fantasize about, but studying it seriously would probably only make me
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realize I could never play it properly. But within just about a month, I could play through the
whole thing, not all of it in tune, and not all of it in tempo, but I could see the light at the end of
the long tunnel of difficult passagework. Ten years after I heard it for the first time, the Dvorak
Concerto finally seemed feasible!
And then the work began. The cello’s first entrance has to be strong and defiant. After 3
and a half minutes of the orchestra playing with the themes, playing loudly, softly, taking the
audience every which way, it is the cello’s turn to take over. If the cellist does not have the
strength and conviction to pull this off, the whole piece will flop. Concertos are generally a
conversation between the solo instrument and the orchestra. The cello must hold its own against
the entire orchestra, and if he can’t do it, the whole format of the piece loses its spark. This
means the first note has to be attacked with bite, a quick bow, and the fastest vibrato you have
ever played. Only then can the cello justify its existence in this piece.
The following chords are the next big challenge. Chords are very difficult to play in tune
on a string instrument because you have to hear three separate notes at once, and adjust your
fingers so that they are exactly the right intervals apart. The amazing thing about these chords is
that I spent months, trying to get them in tune, and they never were. I would practice them
slowly, play one note at a time, play two notes at a time, but every time I tried to play them as
they were written, they would be all out of tune. Then one day it magically clicked: the chords
were in tune, they sang out, and sounded perfect. It’s a funny thing about practicing music: you
never know when it is all going to come together. You can work incredibly hard for months, and
feel like you’re making no progress. Then one day, for no apparent reason, it will suddenly
happen.
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 For me, the octaves passage has still not made it to that day where everything clicks, but
I can fake my way through it. This part starts at 11:30 in the first movement, and I still dread it
every time I come to it. Part of my dread comes from the physical pain. This passage involves
playing scales in octaves, so I have to slide my fingers up and down the metal string to hit each
note as it gets higher and higher. It hurts like a rug burn. The rest of my dread comes from fear
that I won’t be able to play it right. When I have to play a succession of fast notes, I never know
if I am going to get to the end on the right note at the right time, or if I am going to hit any of the
right notes on the way. Slow, lyrical passages are challenging because they must be played with
intensity, no matter how long I have to hold the notes, but playing a fast technical passage like
these octaves can make me feel like I’m jumping off a 100 foot cliff, and hoping I hit something
soft below.
Many of the world’s greatest cellists apparently don’t find the Dvorak Concerto to be
difficult enough. For example, the passage at 14:17 was not originally written with octaves. But
some cellist along the line decided that it would sound and look exciting if they played those
notes that way. Concertos are meant to be a place where a soloist can display his virtuosity, but
virtuosic improvisation was supposed to only occur in the cadenza. The cadenza is where the
soloist plays entirely alone. Cadenzas used to be improvised, but now are usually written out. But
because there is no cadenza in the Dvorak concerto, it seems that some soloists took it upon
themselves to make some edits to sneak little cadenzas into the piece.
The Dvorak Concerto is more than just a technical challenge. It is a beautiful, exciting
work of music. The easiest way to begin an interpretation of a work of music is to look at the
composer’s biography. What, or who, is on the composer’s mind? What does the composer
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want? What has happened to him recently? We know that Dvorak had been in America for three
years, and through his letters, we know he was feeling homesick for Bohemia. This was probably
due, in some part, to the fact that his first love, Josephina Cermáková, was sick and bedridden.
Dvorak had married Josephina’s sister, Anna, but clearly still had feelings for Josephina, as he
was very upset by this news5.
But unfortunately, biographical information is not always useful, or reliable, for
uncovering any secret meaning in music. Firstly, unless composer specifically has said so, we
don’t know if the composition is autobiographical. In this case, only the second movement of the
concerto seems to be strongly related to Dvorak’s life. Dvorak incorporates Josephina's favorite
song into the music, so we know that that movement is, to some degree, about her. However, that
is the only connection we can safely make between Dvorak’s personal life and his musical ideas
in the Cello Concerto.
Dvorak was a formal composer, with abstract compositions. Unlike Tchaikovsky, who
wore his emotions on his sleeve when composing, Dvorak was a composer who composed
simply for the sake of the beautiful music. Some of his melodies sound like Eastern European
folk medleys, but that is probably more of a sign of taste than of any meaning. He grew up in a
culture of Bohemian folk music, and so that style appears in much of his music. But he did not
have representational motifs in his music, like Wagner, and he did not give any hint as to what
the ultimate meaning is. He left that up to the audience.
The two main themes of the first movement of the Dvorak Concerto are contrasting in
mood. The “A” theme is the theme that opens the whole piece. It is in a minor key when it is first
played quietly by a single clarinet. The entire orchestra continues with this theme, playing
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variations on it, all of which sound very ominous. At 2:05, the “B” theme begins. This has the
opposite mood. It is arguably one of the most peaceful, tranquil melodies ever written in the
classical repertoire. These two themes will return throughout the first movement, tracing its
progress.
When the cellist comes in (3:30), she plays the A theme, but in a major key. However,
even with the key change into a brighter key, the cello part is very vehement, and sounds just as
serious and ominous as the orchestra did when they were playing the A theme. The chords are
crashing, and the melody is played very intensely. This piece has begun bursting with emotional
energy.
For the most part, the A theme is loud and aggressive every time it comes back, but there
is one section where the music seems to have lost all footing. At 8:16, the orchestra enters, and
the A theme is exciting and happy, but then it slowly diminishes into nothing. It seems to have
collapsed in on itself. At 9:07, it rises into a melodramatic cry out. Then at 9:27, the cello comes
in. It is technically playing the A theme, but it sounds completely lost and directionless.
Somehow, all of the motivation that is so strong elsewhere in this piece has disappeared.
At 10:35, the cello acts as an accompaniment as the orchestra builds up its strength again,
then passes that strength onto the cello. This strength is what gets the cellist through those
wretched chordal and octave passages that begin at 11:17.
While Dvorak stayed within the formal confines of sonata form, he made some very
important changes that are significant. The recapitulation begins at 11:40, right after the octave
passage. The recap is when you feel like you are returning to the main theme. In the Classical
era, the recap would be exactly the same as the first section, meaning it would begin with the A
theme. However, Dvorak chose to return to the B theme, which is less common. Even more
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interestingly, the B theme is very different from what it was when the french horn first sang it.
Now it is grand and triumphant. The trumpet fanfare sounds regal. The cello plays the B theme
in the same manner.
After much of the same music is repeated, we get to the dramatic conclusion at 14:09.
The music gets faster and faster. At 14:48, when the cellist has finally reached its own
conclusion, the orchestra takes over and takes it to the end. There is an incredibly powerful
rhythmic drive, and the blaring brass in a major key make the most triumphant sound we have
heard yet in this piece.
When I first fell in love with the Dvorak Concerto, I knew none of this. I just liked it. It
excited me, and made me happy. It filled me with wonder about how the music was even
physically possible. It doesn’t matter why you love a piece of music. It only matters that you do.
To those who know, the Dvorak Concerto is more than just a beautiful piece of music: it has
captured the hearts of cellists worldwide for generations. It has finally given us some legitimacy.
The cello has had an upsurge of popularity recently: it is the second most popular string
instrument, after the violin, and even has dabbled in jazz and popular music. He can't take all the
credit, but we certainly owe Dvorak some thanks for this. After centuries of piano, violin, flute,
oboe, trumpet, and clarinet concertos dominating the classical world, someone finally took a
chance on the cello, who had been waiting patiently on the sidelines all along. Dvorak freed the
cellos from the shackles of an accompaniment-only existence.
To some musicians, mainly non-cellists, the Cello Concerto is merely another one of
Dvorak's pretty symphonies. It is beautiful, but no better than the 7th, 8th, or 9th Symphonies, they
will say. However, the fact that a cello concerto is, for the first time, on the same level as a
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composer's symphonies is a huge feat! No one ever compared Tchaikovsky's Rococo Variations
to his 6th Symphony. Concertos were not usually great works of music: they were only forums
for the stars to show off their virtuosity. By showing that a concerto could be an excellent piece
that did not rely on star power and virtuosity, Dvorak had not only raised the standards of cello
music forever, but he also raised the standards of the concerto.
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Conductor Styles: The Maestro versus Lenny
David storms into the elementary school auditorium, where his entire orchestra is set up
to rehearse. We are all sitting in our seats, warming up, futzing through the difficult passages of
Stravinsky’s nearly impossible Firebird Suite. I laugh with my stand partner, Bert, a man with
wild gray musician hair man, who may or may not be a little crazy, about the physically
impossible passages that Stravinsky asks for. David throws his dirty tote bag of music down on
the chair behind him, nearly knocking out the assistant conductor, who is quietly sitting in a chair
behind the podium, and has been patiently waiting for David to come.
David stands at the podium, letting out multiple audible disgruntled sighs, while shaking
off his coat and hat and defogging his plastic-framed glasses. He smoothes out his shaggy
disheveled brown hair. He violently opens the music on his stand, still not acknowledging the
fact that the orchestra is quietly, politely sitting and waiting for him to begin: an incredible feat
in the community orchestra world.
When David is finally ready, he raises his baton to start rehearsal. We try to begin the
impossibly fast movement, and within a few lines of music we have fallen apart. So David stops
us, and we try again. Again, we fall apart. After a couple more tries, David puts down his arms,
leaving us in an incredibly awkward silence.
“You know, I don’t have to do this. There are a lot of other things I’d be perfectly happy
doing right now. If you aren’t going to do your part, I am not going to do mine. I might as well
conduct a recording in my armchair.”
With that, he storms out of the room, usually to return within 10 minutes. Upon his
return, we have a tense, but uneventful rehearsal, and then the same thing repeats itself the next
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week. My guess is that he always spent those ten minutes with his ear pressed to the door, or just
sulking in the hallway.
As far back as we can record, there has always been a leader among a group of
musicians, but in the Medieval and Baroque eras, this leader was one of the musicians and would
only lead minimally while playing. The soloist in a concerto would usually conduct the group
from the piano or violin. In orchestras that specialize in period music today, they often have no
conductor. Just recently I attended a concert by “Handel and Haydn,” a Boston orchestra which
specializes in playing music of the Baroque and early Classical eras. They played a Vivaldi
concerto for 4 violins and orchestra. The first violin soloist was the conductor as well. While he
played, he would move his violin scroll up and down to cue the orchestra to come in, and to keep
the beat when the music slowed down or sped up.
However, with the growing difficulty level of concertos, it became nearly impossible to
both play the solo part and conduct the orchestra, which also had an increasingly complicated
accompaniment part. The soloist would also have to be visible to every member of the ever-
growing orchestra. In the Baroque Era, an orchestra usually contained less than twenty members.
Now many orchestras have more than one hundred members. Those hundred people would never
be able to follow a violin scroll all the way at the front of the stage.
Another common practice was for the composer to conduct his own compositions, but
being a good composer does not necessarily make one a good conductor. Neither Mendelssohn
nor Tchaikovsky were very good conductors6. This was probably because composers had a
strong passion for composing, and not necessarily conducting. And thus they were not great
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conductors, because they did not care to be. Someone needed to step in to perform Mendelssohn
and Tchaikovsky’s brilliant works.
In moments like that of the premiere of Beethoven’s 9th Symphony, it became clear that
even good composer-conductors sometimes needed some assistance. Beethoven was completely
deaf at this point, and therefore he clearly could not conduct. He stood onstage next to the
conductor, and gave him the tempo (speed) for each movement, and then would read the score
along with the orchestra, so he could hear the music in his head as they played it. But the tempos
got apart, and Beethoven was still reading the score when the piece was over. One of the soloists
had to turn him around to see the audience applauding. Clearly, even though he was still
composing some of the greatest works we have ever heard, this man was not at a point where he
could conduct them himself.
And so the great conductor was invented. Returning to jokes for a moment, there is a
good one about conductors. A woman walks into a pet shop, looking for a parrot. The pet shop
owner tells her that he has three. One costs $5,000 and can sing every Mozart aria ever written.
The other can sing Wagner’s entire Ring Cycle, and costs $10,000. There is also one in the back
that costs $30,000 “So what does the third one do?” the woman asks. The pet shop owner replies,
“No one really knows, but the other birds call him maestro.” Cue laughter. The conductor’s role
may be less obvious than the rest of the musicians, but what he does is very important.
The most obvious role of a conductor, which most people are aware of, is to keep the
tempo steady. With 100 players on stage, you need someone that is visible to all the players who
can keep a beat. Factoring in the time it takes for sound to travel, and the strange acoustics of
concert halls, it is impossible, in a sea of one hundred musicians, to hear when to come in. It may
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sound like you are playing at the same time as the trombones, but in fact, the audience may be
hearing one of you a half of a second before the other. In addition, there are many subtle ritards
and accelerandos (slowing down and speeding up) in any given piece written since the Romantic
Era (mid 19th century). Without one single person to determine exactly when and how much the
tempo is going to change, you are just begging for a musical disaster.
The conductor is also a musical authority, fulfilling the need for one single interpretation
of the music. As anyone who has played chamber music knows, it is hard enough for four people
to agree on how a piece should be played. Fast? Slow? Loudly? Softly? Jubilantly? Sorrowfully?
Somewhere in between? Those arguments can get vicious. Now imagine 100 people, each one
convinced that he is 100% correct, arguing about this. There has to be someone to make
executive decisions. And while the players might bellyache and complain, mostly to each other,
about the choices the conductor makes, they always accept his decisions. This is one source of
the conductor’s ego trip: he gets to make the decisions that make or break the concert. Of course,
this also means he has much more at stake. If the audience doesn’t like it, the blame is usually
put on the conductor.
Once the conductor has decided on his musical ideas and verbally explained them to the
orchestra, he has to express them with his motions on the podium. This is the part of conducting
that is the most mysterious. A conductor has to translate emotion and sound into physical motion
of his upper body. We have all tried it, sitting in the audience, or in a chair at home; it is easy
without an orchestra depending on you. But when people are depending on every movement and
expression that you make, you realize that conducting is actually much more complicated than it
appears.
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Have you ever tried to follow a conductor during a symphony concert? Do his erratic
movements and arm waving make no sense to you? You’re not alone. I usually have trouble
following professional conductors when I am sitting in the audience. One reason is because
professional musicians know these pieces so well that they don’t need anyone to cue them in, or
to keep the beat. They can practically play it all by memory. The only purpose of the conductor
is to express emotion in his arms, which can be difficult to understand from the audience. This is
because the rehearsal is where the conductor helps the musicians to see the same musical vision
that he has in his head. It is those ideas that are conveyed in the arm movements between the
conductor and musicians. So, unless an audience member was present for this explanation, it is
very difficult to understand why the conductor is moving his arm a certain way. It’s like seeing a
wink between two people. The musicians can know what it means, but an outsider has no way of
knowing.
A professional trumpeter in the 19th Century said about his conductor, Richter: he
conducts with “his eye and his left hand”7. Not only are the arm movements difficult to discern
from the audience, but the audience is also missing all of the important facial expressions that
express as much as the baton. When I play in an orchestra, I look into the conductor’s eye, not
directly at his baton (or his hands, as is the case with those who don’t use a baton). The baton
keeps the beat, and gives you a general sense of musicality, but you can see that much out of the
corner of your eye. The important messages come from every other part of the conductor.
There are the “stares of death” that we get when we make an obvious mistake, and we all
know those well. But every movement of the conductor’s eyes, or contortion of his face means
something different and specific. Just by opening his eyes wider, a conductor can cue an entire
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section to start playing. Of course, these expressions vary from conductor to conductor. Widely
opened eyes can also mean to play lightly, while scrunched eyes can convey fiery playing. An
angry face with emphatically waving arms usually means you’re playing too slowly. When he
ducks down, bending both knees, standing like a blocker in a football game, it means someone is
rushing and needs to watch the beat. One conductor would look so fiercely right back into my
eyes, it was like he was seeing the devil incarnated inside of me. That meant play with as much
passion as I could muster. One breathed and groaned so loudly while he conducted, I didn’t need
to look at him much at all. I could hear him breathe in the beat before my entrance. Other
conductors are subtler. When one bends his wrists, and keeps the beat by flopping his hands up
and down, that means someone is too fast or too slow. When he strongly taps his toes to the beat,
someone is getting ahead. A cue to begin playing is given with the hand shaped in an “okay”
sign, with the thumb and pointer finger curved in a circle. One conductor I played under would
quietly hum the music to himself during the concerts. It helped him create a musical
performance, as he always had the main melody in his head.
Beyond music, every organization needs a general authority figure: a father. Someone has
to be there to bring people together on time. If there were no conductor, whose wrath would
musicians fear that gets them to be ready to play on time? It is human nature to always want
someone to look to for advice and leadership; for examples just look at any organized group of
people: governments, sports teams, dance troupes, science labs. Every group needs an
authoritative leader. Even if we could play this music forwards, backwards, and upside-down, we
would still need a conductor.
The last important thing about conductors is that they can pass on all of the information
that they have acquired to the next generation. Conductors love to tell stories, and through these
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stories, wisdom and musical legends are passed from generation to generation. My conductors
can tell me of advice they have received personally from Claudio Abbado or Leonard Bernstein,
conductors who seem as distant from me as Beethoven or Mozart. It also keeps the family of
classical musical life alive, making each player feel like they are a part of a great tradition,
passed on for hundreds of years.
Modern day symphony orchestras would not be the same without the conductors and all
that they do to bring everyone together and to a higher level of playing. But conductors are not
only known for their work that they do as a conductor. In the music world, they are known more
for their harsh, crass, snobby, or cruel personalities. These personality traits may not show
themselves to the audience, but they make or break some conductors.
There are two conductors in recent history that represent opposite ends of the spectrum:
Arturo Toscanini (1867-1957) and Leonard Bernstein (1918-1990). It is difficult to only talk
about two conductors, as there have been so many that have touched the lives of musicians and
non-musicians. But these two men are both considered the greatest conductor of the past century,
depending on whom you talk to, or when you talk to them. While both these men were such great
influences and musical geniuses, they had very, very different rehearsal approaches and attitudes
about the relationship between the conductor and the members of the orchestra.
Toscanini had the harsher personality of the two. He was referred to as “The Maestro” by
his players, as in “The one and only.” He was a perfectionist, and would only play music exactly
as it was written, and had no tolerance for those who varied from the specific musical markings.
This shows a tremendous amount of respect for the composer, as he didn’t let his own desires get
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in the way of the composer’s vision. But sometimes he might have gone a bit too far. Legend
says that Toscanini refused to conduct Shostakovich’s 5th Symphony because he thought the
tempo markings that Shostakovich put in were too slow, and he would not play it faster than it
was written, so he refused to conduct it altogether.
The Maestro was equally strong in his demands with his orchestra. Fred Zimmerman,
who played the bass under Toscanini in the New York Philharmonic said, “Playing for Toscanini
was a most rewarding musical experience; but it was also terribly trying. He created tension,
apprehension, anxiety and fear in the players”8. William Carboni, a violist, explained this when
he said, “He got more out of players than they were willing to give; and they didn’t like it: they
complained that he was a tyrant, that he worked us too hard; but if they had given at the
beginning, he wouldn’t have to”9.
Toscanini’s words were harsh. When the orchestra couldn’t get a passage right, he would
yell, “You are lazy!” or my favorite, “You eat the notes!”10 And his actions were even harsher.
He once actually beat up one of his players, live on the radio, because he was arguing with
another member of the orchestra.11 There is another tale going around that he snapped a
violinist’s bow in half, but the reasons why are unknown.
But this harsh personality did not hurt his reputation as a conductor. Audiences have
always loved the concept of the mad artist, and seeing him act in such a passionate way only
made them surer that he was a great artist. If he is so moved by his music that it fires him up
enough to attack a fellow musician or break her bow in half, he must have a very strong
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connection to the music. People “admired his capacity to be so moved and aroused by his feeling
for his work”12.
Toscanini was also notorious for his womanizing. He had affairs with at least three
operatic leading ladies, but he also would seduce fellow musician’s wives, and it seems anyone
else that he could seduce. He just loved sex, and apparently had quite a pornographic mind as he
wrote letters to his lovers with explicit details. Meanwhile, he had a wife. This was a very
common trait in conductors: Wagner, Klemperer, Bruno Walter, and Furtwangler, are just a few.
Again, this behavior was probably written off as an overflow of passion and emotion. Someone
who spends his entire career recreating and projecting the most intense of emotions might have a
little emotionality spill out into his personal life. If sexual infidelity is the price to pay for divine
musical performances, most people will accept it.
The important thing about Toscanini is that people respected his temper tantrums and
harsh criticism because he had the skills and musical integrity to back it up. And they didn’t
mind his womanizing because usually it did not interfere in his musical career, and it might have
been necessary to create his performances. (Or he was just used to getting his way all the time,
and adultery was another way of proving it.) He never let his orchestra do anything less than
perfect. You have to respect that.  And when someone showed up late to his rehearsal, and he
said, “I was seven-month baby: I couldn’t wait”13, you can’t help but laugh. He had a distinctive
personality, which people liked as long as they were on his good side.
Moving to the opposite end of the spectrum, we have Leonard Bernstein, conductor,
composer, and music educator. He was always referred to as Lenny. Rodney Friend, a violinist
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said that his first rehearsal “was like the beginning of term at school. We waited and waited and
then he arrived, and the feeling was one of great warmth and comradeship”14. Ronald Knudsen, a
Boston Symphony violinist said, “We all loved when Lenny came to conduct because he would
spend the first fifteen minutes of rehearsal walking around the stage hugging and kissing
everyone”15.
And once Lenny arrived at rehearsals, the feeling was never the anxious, intense
atmosphere that Toscanini’s rehearsals produced. Rodney continued, “There was no anxiety that,
as with some conductors, discipline of the wrong type would come between the musicians and
the music”16. Yaacov Mishori says, “Lenny was a democrat. He trusted the musicians. When
Lenny said: ‘What about an accent here and a diminuendo there, ‘ he would always ask, and
often invite your opinion also. He would never demand things”17. Ranier Kuchl says, “He treated
everybody equally, and he was a strong personality so everybody followed him”18. Without this
strong personality, Lenny could have been walked all over by the musicians. But Lenny’s
enthusiastic, charismatic personality was enough to convince anyone to follow his path, without
any force.
Lenny saw music education and outreach as very important. He hosted a number of
television specials that started in the 1950’s called Young People’s Concerts, where he would sit
at a piano in front of a full orchestra and give the children in the audience their first taste of what
abstract classical music can really be about. From the looks in the kids’ faces, you know that he
has found a way of reaching out to them, without talking down. Lenny also spent many, many
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summers teaching young conductors at Tanglewood, and has said that it was his favorite thing to
do. He also continued educating throughout his whole life, and did a series of lectures at
Harvard, where he combined his interest in linguistics with his interest in music.
To be fair, Lenny was as much of an adulterer as Toscanini, though his affairs were
slightly more complicated, as he was married to a woman, but his affairs always occurred with
men. However, unlike Toscanini, Bernstein did not pride himself on these affairs. Toscanini
gloried in his great abilities as a lover. Bernstein was trying to cure his homosexuality through
marriage, and probably ended up having these affairs through desperation, not for bragging
rights.
It is hard to argue that either of these conductors was better. Many people complained
that Bernstein got lost in his interpretations that he forgot what the composer had written. Others
thought Toscanini was too rigid in his interpretations. But despite their differences, both of these
men made huge contributions to the classical music world of the 20th Century.
But how do these styles translate into community orchestras? You could say that in a
professional orchestra, it doesn’t matter what the conductor it like. They have great musicians in
their orchestra, and they can pull off any crazy ideas the conductor comes up with. Some may be
more successful than others, but they would all work out somehow. What happens when you
don’t have musicians that can quickly adapt to change, or even play music at any tempo you
desire?
Well, when you have a Toscanini-in-training, not much good. David had the attitude of a
great orchestral conductor, trapped in the body of a mediocre community orchestra conductor.
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By community orchestra standards, a good conductor is someone who, compared to the other
conductors in his field, would get his orchestra to play better than the rest. To be fair to David,
maybe the orchestra he was working with was not up to the same level as the rest. But the main
problem with David was not in the music; I remember little about his conducting in particular.
The problem was entirely in personality.
When David did not hear what he liked, he would also have tantrums. He would storm
out of the room at least once every couple of rehearsals. We all felt like we were truly a waste of
his time. In my time at the Brookline Symphony, he never resorted to physical violence, but I
think that was more due to his wimpiness than his self-control and respect for us. But even
without the physical violence, we would all leave rehearsal feeling defeated. Amateur conductors
like David might be mean to mask their lack of ability. No one wants to question a conductor
who they know is going to have a fit or snap right back. By taking on this arrogant attitude, he
tricks people into believing in his superiority. After all, when Toscanini broke his musician’s
instruments, people thought that it was only another sign of his musical genius. It worked on us
for a while.
David also followed in Toscanini’s footsteps with his womanizing. Every time we had a
new female soloist, I would hear members of the orchestra whispering about how David had
coincidentally just started seeing her (wink, wink). “I wonder how she got the part” was the usual
cynical comment. Who knows if he gave them the solos because he wanted to sleep with them,
or because he had to because he was already sleeping with them? It doesn’t really matter. Either
way, he was living that conductor’s dream of power, sexual and otherwise. But to David’s credit,
he was not married.
53
The problem with David was he did not have the musicality or charisma that Toscanini
had that basically allowed him to get away with anything. Toscanini would be rude to his
players, but he would also teach them how to listen to music and how to play it. David was just
mean. The most I got out of the Brookline Symphony was to learn much of the standard
orchestral repertoire, but there was not much musical education going on.
The same was true when it came to womanizing. The Maestro was seducing the top star
musicians of the world, stealing women away from their husbands, and leaving them all at the
drop of a hat. What a romantic power trip! David was sleeping with second (or third or fourth)
tier soloists, who he may or may not have been able to hook up with were they not soloing in his
orchestra. It was obvious to anyone who met David that he was not bursting with sexual energy.
The Maestro’s seduction of every woman he came in contact with shows an impressive sexual
prowess. David’s attempt at getting soloists, or was just kind of sad.
David is the only community conductor that I know of that was known for his
womanizing ways: though as I write this, I am only 21, and so I have not been in many
orchestras where conductors having flings with the members would be legal. So I am not sure
how it works generally on the amateur level. I have been in another community orchestra where
the conductor was usually dating the concertmaster. But that was more of a case of a man being
so sweet that he couldn’t help but fall in love with them.
The alternative to David in the community world is George. He is the Lenny Bernstein of
the community orchestra circuit. I have never seen someone put as much energy into his
conducting as George does. He flies all over the podium, and moves his arms in this huge, fast,
jerky motion that must make him so sore at the end of the night. He runs his hand through his
54
floppy, black hair when he is thinking, and with sweat acting as a hair gel, it ends up standing on
end. But he moves around so much while he is conducting that it usually falls shortly after.
He flips his pages with incredible verve, and they make a great whooshing noise.
Whenever he is ready to begin, he says, “Okay,” claps his hands once and slaps them down on
the music. He pauses for a second, frozen in time, and then when he has found his place and is
ready to begin, he lifts his arms, claps his hands once again, holds them strongly up and waits for
everyone to be ready to begin the first beat. During rehearsals, he leaves the podium often to
look at individuals’ music and to explain things individually.
George likes to break music apart, and have each section play alone. It helps everyone to
appreciate all of the different parts that are going on that can easily be missed when everyone is
playing. It also helps us to play off of each other, which makes for a much more musical
performance. When the section plays poorly, he does his best to help, and never loses his temper.
He says things like, “Don’t forget to get to the middle of the bow there” or “I really really
appreciate your musicality here, but you have to concentrate a little more on being accurate.”
When he is stuck, he asks the section leader for advice to make it easier for the players. And if
they still can’t get it right, he just says, “Well, there’s something to practice at home,” and moves
on, not belaboring the issue. (Unlike Melba, one of my youth orchestra conductors, who would
make us play the passage individually, over and over again until we got it right.)
George wants more than anything for everyone to love music as much as he does: the
orchestra members, the audience, and anyone else he can rope in. When we performed
Beethoven’s Fifth, George gave a little tutorial to the audience, explaining what to listen for,
such as the 4-note motif that begin the symphony that travels through the whole piece. His main
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emphasis is to sing out and be musical. His catchphrase, which he says in his pep talk before
every concert, is “Dare to be Musical!”
In his quest for making everyone enjoy music, George works to avoid any competition in
his orchestras. The first rehearsal I played with him, I had just come from a cutthroat music
conservatory, which I quit precisely because of the cutthroat nature. He opened rehearsal by
saying, “I want to emphasize that in this orchestra there will be no competitive atmosphere. You
are all equally and vitally important to our music, and I will not stand to have anyone think that
they are not.” George seats his string sections in a scattered manner. Most orchestras are very
clear that the best players are in front, and they get worse as you move back. George puts his
strongest players in the front, middle, and back of the section. This way no one knows, or cares,
who is better, and the strongest players can help out the weaker ones. I made more friends in two
years of George’s orchestra than I did in my five years in a more competitive youth orchestra.
George is very humble in his conducting. Just like Lenny, George asks musicians for
their input when he is unsure. He tries to take the blame for any mistake that is made, even
though it is often the players’ fault. There was a conductor around the turn of the 20th Century,
named Hans Richter, who stopped a performance midway after giving an incorrect cue. He
turned to the audience and said, “Ladies and Gentlemen, do not blame the orchestra for that
mistake. It was my mistake and only mine”19. He received an immediate standing ovation from
the audience, as they were so surprised to hear a conductor actually admit his mistake. While it is
a little unprofessional for a conductor to stop a performance mid-way, the sentiment is clear.
Clearly this was an audience that knew classical music well, and they appreciated the rarity of
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his admitting his mistake. While George would not stop a performance partway through, if he
could apologize for his mistakes, he would.
George sometimes does pay a price for his humility. There is a trombone player and a
bass player who are always ready with snotty comments. When George miscounts a measure or
makes a mistake reading the music off of his score, they are always the first to retort, “Well, if
the conductor could count right, they would be able to come in right.” Yet, every single year they
continue to come back. So while they may make a few cheap shots at George, they must like and
respect him. Besides, after working with David, who uses a hard shell to protect him from any
criticism, you can trust George, and want to work with him because you feel that he is hiding
nothing.
Everyone knows that Toscanini and Bernstein had long, productive musical careers. They
may have had opposing strategies, but they both worked. George’s orchestra participants
enthusiastically come back every single year. And David’s Brookline Symphony? Within a
couple of years it folded. This was mainly due to financial problems, like most community
orchestras. But if there were more group morale, we not only would have been more excited to
fundraise, but we would probably have played better and thus had a larger audience. So while as
a musical genius, conducting professional orchestras you can behave in any matter you desire,
you have to be more careful leading community orchestras. We aren’t getting paid, so when we
are not enjoying playing, there is no reason for us to continue. To be a great amateur conductor,
you must have a musical vision, but you must have the charisma and personality to draw other
people into wanting to use their own free time help create your vision. So although the
professional conductors might get all of the glory, it is the great community and youth orchestra
conductors who face the biggest challenge. 
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A Breath of Fresh Air: An Alternative Musical Society
I first witnessed Village Harmony when my parents dragged me to a concert we were
vacationing in Vermont. The group was performing in a church which hadn’t been renovated
since before the invention of indoor plumbing, electricity, or window screens. As the night went
on, the sun set, and the one-room church became increasingly enveloped in darkness. A window
above the singers cast the warm, gentle light of the sunset on their faces. The dirt road outside
was silent as the music poured out the windows. The music carried us all to another world as the
world outside faded into the night.
My previous experience with chorus was the children’s chorus at NEC. That was good,
but the exact opposite of Village Harmony. In children’s chorus, we sang western classical
music, with some soul-less arrangements of gospel music. In Village Harmony, we sang
American Shape-Note music, Balkan folk music, South African spirituals, and some western
Baroque works. In children’s chorus, we all wore long back skirts with white collared blouses,
black stockings and black shoes. In Village Harmony we wore brightly colored dresses and skirts
of all colors of the rainbow, and then some. In children’s chorus, we stood perfectly still, hands
by our sides, always looking at the conductor, never at the audience. In Village Harmony, we
held hands while singing, swung them to the beat, and looked directly out and smiled at audience
members. And for some of the folk songs, we did authentic folk dances in the aisles.
I was completely swept up by what I saw that night, and I signed up for it for the next
summer. The application for Village Harmony was not very in depth. They don’t require a tape,
and only use essays and teacher recommendations. You are even asked to rate your own musical
skills. The ability to read music is not required, nor is much experience. At the bottom of the
Village Harmony webpage, it reads, “If the idea of rehearsing seven hours a day and galumphing
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about the countryside giving performances makes your heart thump, then we want you”20. It’s all
based on attitude.
Village Harmony, if you can’t tell from the title, was founded by some middle-aged
hippies in Vermont who still believe in the communal life that disappeared everywhere after the
late 1960’s. There are about 20 kids in each three-week session. We all live together for one
week, having never met nor rehearsed the music before. The typical rehearsal-week day starts
around 9am with breakfast. After that, we warm up our bodies, by folk dancing outside. Usually,
one of the members plays the accordion for this, but we have danced to fiddle, flute, clarinet,
trombone, Mr. Cello, and any other instrument someone brings along. We do Balkan folk
dancing, which is challenging because it usually goes very fast, and is often counted in 7 beats,
which is not common in the Western Music that we are used to. Balkan dancing looks the same
as a lot of other folk dance styles from that region of the world. You hold hands, and dance in a
circle, moving to the right, left, in and out.
We also do country line dancing, and contra dancing. If you have ever seen a Jane Austen
movie, you have seen country line dancing. Men and women stand in two lines facing each
other, and the dancing involves lots of do-si-do type movements, and spinning around with each
other. It requires a lot of concentration, remembering the order of steps, since we learn a
different dance every morning. It warms up the mind and the body.
Next we come together and rehearse our music until lunchtime. There are little tea and
water breaks, but this rehearsal goes straight to lunch. Then lunch is made; the favorite of my last
session was a bowl filled with shredded carrots, apples, raisins, nuts, cabbage, with vinegar as
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 Village Harmony Summer Camp, updated 1/30/03. accessed 4/1/04.
<http://www.northernharmony.pair.com/summercamps.html>
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dressing, and bread on the side. Meat only is eaten about once a week in Village Harmony, as the
majority of members are vegetarians. After lunch, we rehearse again until dinner, take a break to
make and eat dinner, and then rehearse a little at night. It is the least exhausting all-day rehearsal
you will ever attend. While it is tiring to sing for that long, there is no pressure. If you make a
mistake, we go back and try again, and no one gets annoyed or shows any sort of attitude.
Some of the music that we learn is very difficult for those who have only sung western
music previously, such as myself. Much of the music we sing is in hard voice, where the singing
is like controlled yelling, though it sounds prettier than that. Just like the dancing, the music is
counted in strange numbers of beats, like 5, 7, or 9. Seven goes: ONE two ONE two ONE two
three ONE two ONE two ONE two three. The rhythms jump at you at unexpected times, which
is what makes Balkan music both exciting and difficult. Standard western music is in 2,3,4,6, or
8. Balkan music is also filled with dissonance, and so it often sounds like you are singing
incorrectly, when in fact it is just right. Even stranger, the more recent Village Harmony
generations have begun singing Georgian folk music (as in, former USSR republic, Georgia).
The Georgian scale includes notes that are in between the notes of our Western scale.
And even the western style music is performed very differently from what we are used to
in the classical world. Our band is made up of a rag-tag combination of instruments, all
depending on who happened to come that year. One year the band was violin, cello, bassoon,
clarinet, and recorder. Another year, it was flute, trombone, and keyboard. Somehow, no matter
what the combination, the music comes together and sounds authentic.
Even though we spend about eight hours singing every day, during breaks some of the
singers still want to work on new music. Those who bring instruments along will go practice in
the woods. Some people will gather around a stereo and try to learn a Balkan song from a field
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recording. And while preparing food, some of the most boisterous singing goes on. We just go
through every song we can think of and sing any part that comes to mind.
Unlike in the classical music world, there is no competition in Village Harmony.
Everyone wants every other person to succeed and do the best that they can. One year, I had a
small solo, and I had a lot of trouble finding the first note. So in the first few concerts, every time
I would start on the wrong note, and thus accidentally change the entire key of the piece. It
wasn’t disasterous, and everyone covered for me so that no one in the audience noticed.
Eventually, I had to ask to be taken off of the solo because each time, I was more and more
nervous that I would mess it up, and so I was not getting any better. But when I quit the solo, no
one tried to jump in and take it. Instead, for the next few days, our Georgian music teacher sang
the solo, and in our free time we would all sing together, over and over again so that I could
practice entering on the right note. Eventually, we spent enough time singing on the tour bus, in
parks and at meals that I got the solo right, and I sang it perfectly every night for the rest of the
tour. In the classical world,  I often felt like when I messed up, someone was thinking, “Now’s
my chance to beat her.” In Village Harmony, people only noticed for the purpose of helping
whoever was having trouble.
Through hours of nurturing rehearsal, we all learn the program by the end of the week,
and it is time to begin touring. We tour for an average of two weeks. We give a concert every
night for those two weeks, which makes Village Harmony different from most youth music
tours, who give a couple of concerts, and spend the rest of their time sightseeing. Village
Harmony started out touring in the New England area, playing in small churches and community
centers. On the New England tours, we rode in our famous busses, which look like they come
directly from the late 1960’s. They are old school busses that have been painted in bright colors
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by the early members of Village Harmony. On the front is a vivid sunrise. Along the sides are
quotes from some of the shape note songs, along with paintings of shooting stars. On top, all of
the painters made handprints with their names painted next to their own hand. On the inside are
wooden shelves, with quotes scribbled all over them, that run along the sides of the bus for bags,
clothing, books, and the bus journal. The bus journal is a book that we buy at the beginning of
each session, and as fun tales occur on tour, we record them all in the journal. Most of our bus
time is spent sleeping, playing the game “Mafia,” and singing. We always begin the songs in the
key of the bus engine, and have to adjust when the bus shifts gears. Now both the busses live in
the backyard of the man who founded Village Harmony, as their engines have died a few too
many times on the road.
Now Village Harmony has expanded all over the world. People hear about us through the
adult group (Northern Harmony), which does international tours, or when Village Harmony is
invited to international choral festivals. At a choral festival in Newfoundland, we met a South
African choir, who took a liking to us, and taught us how to sing their music authentically. We
had been singing a song called U Kwayimane at a fast, jolly pace. They told us that it is actually
about a crotchety old cow, and so it is sung slowly, like you’re trying to get this stubborn cow to
move. Two years later, they hosted us for a South African tour. We have had tours in the Rocky
Mountains, Bulgaria, Italy, England, Germany, Denmark, the Netherlands, and the Republic of
Georgia.
The difference between Village Harmony and your standard youth choir tour is how
emotionally moved audience members become during the concerts. We are not a perfect group
of singers. We have intonation issues sometimes, but the energy that Village Harmony projects
goes beyond perfect singing. Last summer, I went on a tour of Germany with an alumni group of
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Village Harmony. After one concert, an old man walked up to Larry (the leader) with tears
streaming down his face. He said, in his broken English, that he had never seen a concert so
beautiful. This is not uncommon on Village Harmony tours.
In addition to being so emotional for the audience, Village Harmony is fulfilling to the
body, mind, and soul of its members. We all used to call it a utopia. We would wake up in the
morning, dance, sing, eat, sing, eat, sing, and then do whatever you want at night. It gets rid of
all of the peripherals in life. Or maybe, even better, it focuses only on the peripherals. In classical
music, I feel the same thing, but only while I am playing. With Village Harmony, the entire
experience refreshes everything about you. Coming back into the real world after a session,
everything looks more beautiful, I can accomplish anything, and I am reborn.
So how does Village Harmony do this? A traditional symphony orchestra or chorus could
not travel around, holding hands, swaying, and not even auditioning its members and get any sort
of positive reputation. (If they could, no one has tried it.) And I have been in other youth music
tours, but none have evoked the same feelings that Village Harmony brings to me. What makes
Village Harmony so unsusceptible to the regular rules, and so shockingly moving, is the music
they perform, which is very out of the ordinary.
My favorite genre of music that Village Harmony sings is the American Shape Note
music. It is the music that began Village Harmony. It has English roots, but really took hold in
America in the 18th Century. The reason it is called Shape Note music is because it is notated
with the notes as shapes. It has the same stem on each note as traditional musical notation, but
the dot at the end of the stem is in the shape of a square, circle, diamond, or triangle. Because of
these shapes, we know whether to sing Fa, So, La, or Mi. These syllables tell us which notes to
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sing on the scale. Because I can read sheet music, I never fully learned how to do this, but it
allows people who cannot read music off of a staff to read the music.
Shape Note music, also known as Fasola singing, has a distinctive style to it. It contains a
lot of open fifths, which are rare in Western Classical music. An example on the CD is called
Poole (track 3), from one of my Village Harmony camp sessions. This has a typical shape note
sound. The first verse of the song is sung in shapes. The hard-voice singing, Shape Note style, is
also clear in this song. In Village Harmony, one of the first priorities is to sing music in the
authentic style, and shape note singers in the real world do not have neat, pristine, refined voices.
They sing with whatever voice they have, after spending all day yelling to each other out in the
fields or wherever they spend their days. Shape note music also has lots of close harmony where
the sopranos, altos, and tenors will sing notes that are close together or even cross lines.
Shape note music is the kind of music that when sung right just blows your hair back.
The harmonies are so simple, and thus so strong, that when they are sung in the traditional loud
voice, they have an incredible power. It is very difficult and impressive to create a small, delicate
sound by blending in a chorus. But it is another thing to get the satisfaction of just singing your
heart out: nothing grabs the audience as much, or purges your own emotions more.
In addition, much of shape note music uses Biblical or religion-based texts, so there is a
very powerful spiritual aspect. The majority of songs are about glorifying the universe as God
created it or about returning to God after death. Both of these subjects, no matter what your
religious beliefs, are very powerful. One of my favorite songs, also on the accompanying CD is
called Millbrook (track 4), written by Neely Bruce. The lyrics are from an old Baptist hymn:
How long, thou faithful God, shall I
Here in thy ways forgotten lie?
When shall the means of healing be
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The channels of thy grace to me?
Sinners on ev'ry side step in,
And wash away their pain and sin;
But I, a helpless sinsick soul,
Still lie expiring at the pool.
Thou cov'nant Angel, swift come down,
Today thine own appointments crown;
Thy pow'r into the means infuse,
And give them now their sacred use.
Thou seest me lying at the pool,
I would, thou know'st, I would be whole;
O let the troubled waters move,
And minister thy healing love.
The character in this song is in his last moments of life, and yet the music is written in a way that
requires every ounce of energy that he has. The note that is sung on “ways” in the second line,
“away” in the sixth line, “own” in the tenth line, and “know’st” in the 14th line is higher than my
vocal range allows. It requires an incredible breath support and energy to hit that note every time
it comes around. This is the man’s last prayer before death, and he is using everything he has to
pray for his own salvation. Pretty powerful, no? Now, imagine singing that in the middle of 25
people all feeling the same emotions, all singing their hearts out for this man’s salvation.
Needless to say, Western classical music is powerful too, but there is something different
about the two that makes both separately necessary in my musical life. One reason may be that
classical music is not as easy to grasp as shape note music is. This is partially due to the simple
fact that shape note music has lyrics, and so the meaning is apparent. It does not require much
imagination, only paying attention. In addition, shape note music sounds simpler. The chords are
usually only made of 2 or 3 notes, and so the emotions in it don’t feel as complex and
otherworldly as some classical chords may sound.
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And with the simpler sounds come simpler emotions. This is not to say that the speaker in
Millbrook is less astute in his observations about life. But shape note music typically expresses
coarse, raw emotions that are more universal. Classical music prefers to express complex,
nuanced feelings. One imagines the character in Millbrook to be a simple man, who only wants
to live a good life, obeying God’s will, and to be saved and brought to heaven. Classical music
can get complicated, with desires contrasting with fate, conflicting with duty, etc. In the same
way the social arena of Village Harmony cuts out so much excess drama from life, so does the
music that we sing there. Shape note music is music that is just simplified to the rawest, truest
emotion that it can be brought to.
The most wonderful aspect of shape-note music, and all of the music that Village
Harmony includes in its repertoire, is that anyone can sing it. Village Harmony, with its no-
audition policy has proven year after year that anyone can be a musician. It always turns out with
Village Harmony that the person who least expects it will end up having a beautiful hard singing
voice. And even those of us who aren’t stellar singers manage to make valuable contributions to
the group. This is partly due to the style of music that we perform. It is usually not as technically
challenging as a Beethoven symphony. But Village Harmony is not just lucky to have chosen
styles that anyone can learn. This is the policy that the group thrives on. If we can make beautiful
music that moves our audience, as well as ourselves, we have accomplished the purpose of
music, and need not go any further, challenging ourselves more technically than is necessary.
Village Harmony has pared music down to its essence, and thus provides its members with a
pure appreciation of the reason for music. I carry these valuable ideas with me to all of all music
that I play, inspiring me to enjoy music purely for the joy that it brings to the audience and to
myself.
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Village Harmonies are very different from young musicians in the classical world. In
Village Harmony, we sing some Baroque and Renaissance classical works, and some
contemporary pieces as well. But that is the limit of our classical repertoire. Village Harmony is
just not interested in any territory beyond those small parts of the classical world,, and would
much rather spend its time improvising on folk melodies. My formal Senior Recital was a
concept that just did not take with some of the Village Harmonies. However, they take music
seriously, and have a great deal of passion for it. Though they weren’t interested in my senior
recital, when I sat down to play the Bach Suites after dinner one night, many of them sat and
listened quietly through the entire piece. So while they have little interest in the formal classical
world, they do appreciate the music. Folk musicians might believe classical players are too
uptight, and some classical musicians might see folk musicians as slackers, but we all share a
love of music. Recently, musicians have crossed the increasingly thin lines among folk, jazz, and
classical music. Those who have been in any of these worlds can bring all together. Perhaps with
the way the cello is slowly entering the rock world, a similar bond will someday be created.
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Wounded Instruments
Just a month ago, I lost a competition. Except to play in a Christmas concert a week later,
I haven't picked up Mr. Cello since. Now when I pick him up next, I will be entirely out of
shape, and even worse, Mr. Cello will also be. In my neglect of playing my cello, I've also
neglected taking care of him. I haven't checked the humidifier more than once. I haven’t checked
the tuning to see if the strings have come loose. My bridge could be warped. My fingerboard
could be falling off of the neck. Cellos are incredibly sensitive to changes in heat and humidity,
and in the month of December, they need a lot of attention paid to them. Just about a month ago,
some of Mr. Cello’s seams began to come apart, and I had to take him into the cello doctor
(known by most as a luthier) to get him repaired. You would think I learned my lesson. And
maybe I did learn a lesson: just not the right one. Now I know that I can punish Mr. Cello for
failing me in the competition by letting the humidifier dry out.
Relationships with instruments are like human romantic relationships. After all, I spend
more time with Mr. Cello than most of my friends. And just like a human, he seems to
sometimes have a mind of his own. No matter how much I practice, some days he just doesn't
play the way I know he can. There is no reason behind it; it just happens sometimes. But when
there is nothing I can do to fix it, it is all the more frustrating. Without the instrument doing
exactly what is expected, a musician is completely lost, personally and career-wise. This
sometimes causes us to act in a rash manner, and do things that we would never do under normal
circumstances.
The movie, "Hillary and Jackie," tells the story of the life of a famous cellist of the
1960’s: Jacqueline du Pré. At one point, du Pré gets lonely, traveling all over the world giving
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concerts without any real human contact. In a moment when she is feeling particularly homesick,
we see Jacqueline put her cello, a priceless 1673 Stradivarius, naked without its case, out on the
back porch, with snow falling on it. As Jacqueline curls up on her bed, we hear wood creaking
loudly, like something is about to snap. The cello is crying out for help while Jacqueline looks at
it from inside. Eventually she brings it back in, though we don’t even see that part. The emphasis
of the scene is that she wants the cello to be as unhappy as she is, or maybe she wants to kill the
cello so that she can return home and live and normal life.21 In human relationships, those who
we love most can also make us the angriest. The same is true with instruments: the emotional
attachment that connects a musician with her instrument is as capable as being entirely love as it
can be filled with rage.
When a person is upset that another person has let them down, he often punishes the
other person, by trying to hurt them psychologically or physically. Musicians do the same to
their instruments. I don't think Mr. Cello is really going to understand my psychological
punishment of ignoring him for the last month, and the physical punishment of dehydrating him
is not going to make him sound any better in the future. But after spending so much time
together, and working so hard together, it is only natural to see your instrument as your equal.
This kind of treatment would have an effect on a human, so you feel like this subtle abuse might
actually make a difference.
Of course, it's not that I want to ruin my cello. But I want to punish whatever part of me
didn't allow me to win the competition. As musicians, we can't destroy a canvas or tear up a
manuscript. And tearing up the sheet music won't work, since that was not our part of the
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creative process. Tearing up the music would be satisfying to only a composer, because that was
his creation. Once our music has been played, it disappears into the air, and (unless recorded, of
course) can never be recaptured. The only thing close to it is the instrument on which it was
created.
People remove themselves from something that reminds them of a painful memory: they
switch schools, change careers, or even move to a different country. While part of my ignoring
Mr. Cello is a psychological punishment, which he will never understand, I also simply do not
want to look at him. Every time I do, I am reminded of the fact that I could not do what I was
sure I could.
In addition, this loss has convinced me that there is no point in playing anymore. Artists
do tend to be more emotional than people in other fields, so I assume I am not alone. But since I
heard the results, I have felt certain that this competition was the end of my musical career.  If I
can’t win a concerto competition at a school with only about 5 competitors, what right do I have
to call myself a cellist? What is the point in taking care of Mr. Cello if I am never going to create
amazing music with him? He might as well fall to pieces.
A musical life is one with very little control. Jacqueline du Pré had no control over her
career. She was being flown from city to city in such a whirlwind of tours that she couldn't enjoy
the life that so many others dream of. And as much as I could have prepared for that competition,
once I walked into the audition room, it was up to the fates. You can prepare all you want, but it
is a roller coaster life with few guarantees. And a life as a musician has even fewer guarantees.
However, for both of us, there was only one thing we had power over: our cellos. And having
spent so much time with them, we knew how to push their buttons. While both of us know that
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physical punishment really only hurts the cello in the long run, it is a desperate attempt for some
sort of control in an uncontrollable career.
Of course, not all instrumental injuries are on purpose. In fact, the vast majority occurs by
accident. My cello was once a victim of a serious but common string injury (particularly to
cellos): being kicked by a passerby. When I was younger, we would always just lay our cellos by
our seats during orchestra break, and with 50 young kids running around, every once in a while,
one cello would fall flat on his face. Fortunately this never happened to my cello during those
youth orchestra rehearsals. But since my student cello seemed to be made of steel, it probably
would have survived the fall.
When Mr. Cello was still with his previous owner, after a successful concert in a church,
the priest approached my cello’s former owner to congratulate her. Yet, somehow in his
enthusiasm, when he walked up to her, he managed to put his knee right through the front of the
cello. (I suppose I don't know if it was an accident or not, but I will give the assailant the benefit
of the doubt.) Amazingly, it was fixed almost seamlessly. The only sign of it is a light scar all the
way down the front of the cello. It is barely noticeable and in my five years of owning the cello,
has never caused any trouble. It also gives Mr. Cello a tough-guy look.
Traveling brings a lot of difficulty for cellists, and can be very traumatic for those who
are not used to it. Cellos are obviously too large to fit in the overhead bins in airplanes. And how
many musicians do you think can afford to buy an extra ticket for their cello? So we must check
the cello with the rest of the luggage, in a special cart for oversized, hand-carried luggage, such
as guitars and accordions, though that is not much consolation. I’ve been forced to put my cello
on the luggage conveyor belt, with the assurance, which I did not believe, that the cello would be
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hand carried from the belt to the plane. Imagine having to hand over your laptop to the baggage
people at airports. No one does that: laptops are too fragile. So are cellos. Now imagine having to
hand over ten laptops, which equals the approximate value of my cello. And even worse, it is like
watching your best friend get helplessly rolled off to a place where he will be tossed around and
pushed and prodded and strip-searched (taken out of his case), with little or no concern for his
own safety. It feels like you’ve betrayed your best friend, sending him off to an uncertain future.
I cried both times I had to do this.
Because there is little you can do once you hand your cello off to the airline, cellists often
buy cases made especially for flying. I even bought a case cover, which is basically a few inches
of foam that go over your regular case. I suppose they work, as my cello crossed the Atlantic
with no problem.
Members of professional orchestras often have their instruments all flown out together,
and so they are assured to be taken care of by people who know how to take care of instruments.
However, even they still don't send their best instrument on tour, just in case. Air pressure is
enough to ruin an instrument, even if it is treated with the nicest care. Just to make sure that air
pressure doesn't cause the cello to explode, you need to tune down each string a certain amount,
and stuff all of the extra space in your case with cloth.
No matter how many precautions you take, there is still a lot of potential for problems
when traveling with an instrument. One cellist, whose cello must have been worth much more
than mine, arrived on the other side of the ocean to find that both of his bows stabbed right
through the center of his cello. Ever since that story, I have traveled with the bow separately and
carried it onto the plane. This causes a ruckus at security clearance and prompts questions such
as, “Do you have any arrows?”
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There has also been a recent phenomenon of losing cellos in taxis. It is not entirely fair to
call it a phenomenon, but it has happened more than once. Both Lynn Harrel and Yo Yo Ma,
both professional cellists, have left their cellos in the trunk of a taxi. While some might want to
delve into the psychological meaning of abandoning one’s instrument, perhaps having become
fatigued with the performing world, that is probably not the case.
 At a press conference following the return of his cello from the trunk of a taxi, Ma said,
"The instrument is my voice” When asked how he would feel if he had not been able to get his
cello back, Ma said, “I would be crying right now"22. Few material possessions can make one as
upset as the loss of one’s own instrument. The only objects that could match this level of
emotion would be those that have sentimental value, such as a piece of jewelry your grandmother
used to wear. And those are only so valuable because they are like a piece of that person that
gave it to you.
In the same way that an heirloom is like losing a part of a person, losing a cello is like
losing the entire person. Each instrument has its own sound, its own style, and its own
appearance. Every single cello in the world requires a slightly different touch to get it to sound at
its best. When you lose the cello that you have worked with for so long that you know just the
right touch, it is like losing a dear friend. Even the cheaper cellos are irreplaceable. You
understood each other. You went through so much together. Only your cello was there during
that great audition. The cello got you through the great audition, and helped make it great. It is
painful to lose such a companion.
                    
22 Gardiner, Beth. Yo-Yo Ma Forgets Cello in Cab, but Cops Get it Back. South-Coast Today. <http://www.s-
t.com/daily/10-99/10-17-99/c05wn147.htm>
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Tales of a cello abandoned in a taxi, or betrayed and stabbed by his own bows remind all
of us that while our relationship with our instrument might not be a walk in the park, we should
still be thankful for those days that do feel like one. They make all the rest worthwhile. And
those memories might save Mr. Cello’s life the next time I lose a competition.
Epilogue: Mr. Cello is very well today. We have moved past our difficulties, and now he is
living a healthy, humidified life. He only periodically complains of a bridge that is too short, a
bow that hasn’t been rehaired in over a year, and strings that are caked in resin.
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Musicality: How to Fake It
It’s easy to tell when a musician has low technical skills. He makes scratchy noises. Her
sound doesn’t resonate, and when either of them tries to shift three steps, they shift three and
some change. But a lot of the time when people criticize a performance, they say it was not a
very musical rendition, meaning there was not much emotion, excitement or depth in the
performance. Musicality is what separates the true musicians from the hacks. Technique comes
with training and hard work: anyone can be technically proficient if they work hard enough.
Musicality cannot be learned. It comes from inside, though it does require work to bring it to its
full potential. There are many very well trained musicians out there who can play without
making any mistakes. But there are fewer who can play music in a moving, musical way.
Technical skill is much more highly valued in today’s society than musicality. Perhaps
this is because, if you take your average audience member, he will probably be wooed equally by
someone who can play a showy fast passage as by someone who can play a simple piece that
conveys something deep about human emotion. I can’t help but be excited by someone who can
play difficult music at a fast pace, and that excitement, similar to that of a roller coaster ride,
wondering if the performer will last the whole piece without falling off, can be mistaken easily
for excitement from musicality. This focus on technique has a reasonable scholarly base to it: if
you can’t even play the music accurately, how are you supposed to defend the fact that you’re
interpreting it correctly? This is not to say that one shouldn’t be impressed by fine technique, but
for music to tug on the heartstrings of every listener, it needs something more.
Through the beginning of the 20th Century, musicians took this concept to the extreme.
Alfred Cortot, a French pianist, made many mistakes for the sake of a musical, emotional
interpretation. Even stranger, I have heard that he made some mistakes on purpose because that
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added to the authenticity of the performance. This was not only true of live performances, which
often have little mistakes here or there, but in recordings made in recording studios, where the
artist has as many chances as he needs to get it right. However, these artists felt that if they
played the music technically perfectly, they were not emoting enough. This is the way both the
audience and the performers saw ideals in music.
Now the ideals have changed, and no one leaves mistakes on a studio recording. Anyone
who makes a living as a musician must have both musical and technical skills in abundance.
Today the competition in the music world is so fierce that if you are lacking slightly in either of
these qualities, you probably won't make it very far.
In the same way that rock and pop music has trends that go in and out of style, classical
music has the same thing when it comes to performance. In the late 19th Century, most musicians
sacrificed technique for the sake of musical interpretations. Now flawless technique is idolized.
This is like the wild rock and roll of the 1960’s versus the canned pop music of the late 1990’s.
This is not to say that the classical musicians of our time are any less talented or musical than
those of the 19th Century, as some would say about those who perform canned pop music, but
their ideals of style are different. Even more interestingly the stylistic ideals of organization and
control are consistent between the pop world and the classical world today.
So how can you tell the difference between someone with or without musicality? It is
both easy and hard at the same time. The true test is that if the music moves you, if your attention
does not wander, then that is a musical performance. But just judging on personal reaction does
not always work very well. The levels of distraction and interest can all depend on the mood of
the listener. Half the time I listen to Beethoven’s 6th Symphony, I am bored out of my mind. The
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other half, I find it to be a glorious, divine work. And that works with the exact same recording
of the exact same piece. If I listened to two different recordings, my opinion would all over the
map. Another reason that judging from personal reaction is not a foolproof method is that
personal bias can get involved. If I find someone to be a wretched, cold human being, how could
I possibly believe that he can play music that has feeling and humanity? No matter how well he
plays, I will listen with my bias.
Sometimes the best way to tell if someone is musical is when he or she is still a student.
The first reason is that it is so easy to mistake technical prowess for musicality because technique
is very impressive. The student is not yet perfect in either technical skill, so the listener probably
would not become distracted by technical virtuosity. In addition, if you are a very skilled
musician, you can train to cover up musicality. When you’re just counting in your head and not
feeling the direction of the music, that counting often comes out in your bow or vibrato, and it is
obvious that you are not hearing the music in an emotive way. However, if a teacher tells you to
“Stop counting with your bow” or “Stop making the beats obvious in your vibrato,” you can
cover up that mistake without tackling the real problem: not understanding the flow of the music.
I knew a boy at my music school that we called “Robot Boy.”  He would sit, play his
song, express nothing, and everything he played sounded like the same song. Turns out, he was a
genius in math, which makes sense in that he could handle, and was interested in, the technical
aspect, but was less interested in the emotional part. But because he was still young, and had
been spending a small amount of time working on technical mastery, it was very clear to the
listener.
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Then again, judging someone’s musicality by his childhood performance can be unfair as
well. A lot of students, when they are just trying to get the technical part down, will forego
musical interpretation for years because they are working so hard trying to get their fingers to
land on the right place at the right time. In fact it takes many lessons before teachers begin to
seriously talk about musicality. Technique requires so much concentration that musical
interpretation can fall by the wayside for a while.
However, once a student does get to a high level of technical merit, the musicality can
begin to flow. In order for the musicality to come out, the technical aspect of the music must be
completely solid. You have to know the piece forwards and backwards, inside and out, upside-
down and right side up. To be musical is to understand the music in a way that a composer
would: to understand each note and why it is important. To convince an audience that you are
giving a musical performance, in some way, you must convince them that it is an improvisation.
Some people think that moving around a lot when you play will convince people that
they are musical. Other people even convince themselves that they are musical because of their
dramatic rocking. Robot Boy’s lack of movement was our first hint that he was not in the least
musical. But the fact that he played everything in the exact same manner was a much more
important indicator of his lack of musicality.
Jacqueline du Pré, one of the 20th Century’s greatest cellists, was known for moving a lot
while she played. When she was young, her mother taught her eurhythmics. Eurhythmics is a
musical class for young children where they learn to move their bodies based on the music they
hear. It helps children to begin to be aware of variation in music and what kinds of feelings
different sounds represent. Du Pré got so used to moving to experience the music that she would
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often rock back and forth while she played. The critics didn’t like it when she began, but now it
is taken as a sign of musicality in children.
I had the same stand partner at New England Conservatory for many years, and he would
rock so much while he played it got distracting when you watched him play. It was bad for his
playing because it is hard to create a solid technique when your body is so loosey-goosey. His
vibrato was too shaky because his arm was moving too much. But everyone was convinced that
he was yet another child prodigy. (Of course, the fact that his mother was telling all of us this for
years helped his case in most people’s eyes.)
I didn’t start moving when I played until only a few years ago. I felt no need to move
until I was moved by the music. When I found an orchestra where I suddenly was playing
exciting music, enjoyed playing, and felt safe enough to let myself go, I found myself moving
my head around. (I often conduct with my head when I listen to music now.) Or I would lean
forward or to the side into a note I was playing. But until I really felt the music inside of me
pushing me to move, I had no reason to. So unless there is an abundance of children who have
reached an incredible musical maturity for 10 year olds, I can’t help but suspect their movement
is a bit of a show.
Movement while playing is an idea that just requires moderation. Sitting perfectly rigidly
might make you play rigidly. And even if you aren’t playing rigidly, your strange, still stance
might be distracting to the audience. However, moving around too much you might forget about
the original music and its specific requirements. You need some looseness so that you can make
big shifts without feeling like your whole body is being readjusted. But then again you also need
solid positioning to avoid injury. Sometimes just moving your head, closing your eyes, breathing
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in, or smiling is enough to bring your body into the experience of the music without getting in
the way of the technical side.
Being musical is hard when you’re a student because often teachers impress their own
musical vision on you. With such little relative experience, it is hard to fight. When the student
tries to interpret the music himself, he has less of an historical or musical basis than the teacher
does, so the student's ideas get shot down a lot. A young student’s lack of life experience can
also make him less able to interpret music with proper maturity. My teacher would tell me that it
was my performance of the music, and I should perform it the way I felt it. But whenever I
played it my way in lessons, he would stop me in the middle of playing and tell me to try it his
way again. So unless I wanted to spend the lesson arguing with him and playing that one passage
over and over again, I had to play it his way. Who knows? Maybe my ideas were brilliant, and
my teacher just didn’t recognize that, and wanted to hear things his way. Though it is much more
likely that he was right.
Not having the underlying knowledge to make your own musical decisions can get very
frustrating as an advancing student. Sometimes I just hated my lessons because I felt like all I
was doing was learning how my teacher came to his conclusions about musical interpretations,
but didn’t know how to come up with my own. I felt like a trained monkey.
A discussion of musicality and its importance in the performing world necessitates a
discussion of prodigies. Musical prodigies are children who can perform music at an adult level.
This must include musicality as well as technical merit. But this is tricky. Just like those
advanced students could cover up a lack of musicality with technical skill, so can the prodigies.
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And with prodigies, it is sometimes harder to tell. First of all, when a child shows a huge amount
of technical ability at a young age, he is praised so much as a musical genius, and it may be years
before a lack of musical feeling might show.
A violin prodigy might, theoretically, be able to listen to a recording of Jascha Heifetz
playing a piece, and then be able to imitate it exactly, with all of the same musical touches. Or he
can do exactly what his teacher says. Does this mean the child is playing musically? Technically,
he is following the exact same logic as a musical genius, but he might not even understand why
he is playing the way he is. Most people would agree that makes him a technical master, since it
takes a great deal of skill to mimic that accurately, but we would also agree that he is not yet
creating his own musical performance.
But does this mean you can only be musical if you are doing something that you have
never heard someone do before? Or even more exclusionary: something that no one has ever
done before. This can’t be. Musicians often share and steal interpretations of music from one
another. This is sometimes how the best performances are created: collaboration. So who knows?
Maybe prodigies are able to emote in their music more than we give them credit for. After all,
how much emotion does a six year-old have in him anyways? Maybe all he can emote are six-
year-old emotions, so it doesn’t sound new to us, but to them they are expressing what they feel.
But prodigies are another subject for another day. It is a mysterious phenomenon,
considering how many parents are positive they have produced a prodigy, and yet how few
actually exist. My short-lived career at New England Conservatory Preparatory School has
permanently turned me off to prodigies, mainly because I’ve seen enough “prodigies” that were
only so because of parental promotion. Now whenever I hear of the latest 6 year old who is
soloing with the Boston Pops and has a record deal, I feel sick to my stomach. Sure, give the kid
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credit. It is very impressive to be a skilled musician so young. However, there is probably an
innumerable number of musicians in the Boston area who can play the same piece but more
musically and with more maturity. After all, we aren’t supposed to be capable of playing the
Bach Suites correctly until our very late years. If you were going to a concert for the music,
wouldn’t you want the less adorable, but more interesting musician? I sure would.
So musicality is a little more complicated than the origins of the word imply. One might
think that all musicians are musical, by definition. But maybe the most important trait of a
musician, the one that separates the extraordinary musician from the ordinary musician, is
actually their musicality, and not their technical merit. Anyone who has witnessed a child who
started his instrument at the age of three can see that technical ability is mostly due to training.
Somewhere in the mix, technique has taken over as the most important part of a musical
performance. Just look at the Suzuki method: young Suzuki students all learn to play the same
music in the same way, from a recording. They probably are not even aware of the potential for
multiple interpretations, as they are learning because when they don’t have to make the
translation from sheet music to sound, which is where the interpretation comes in. They don’t
have to go through the musical interpreting that helps develop musical intelligence.
But most important to musicality, after raw talent, is life experience. Some of the greatest
musicians of the 20th Century came from very troubled countries in troubled times. Piatagorsky
was a Russian Jew in the early 20th Century. Casals lived through the Spanish Civil War. Arthur
Rubenstein: a Russian Jew during the Holocaust. Vladamir Horowitz: World War I and the
Russian Revolution. Jasha Heifetz: the Russian Revolution. Rostropovich: Communist Russia.
The great composers make an even larger conglomeration of troubled times. So perhaps emotion
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in music, and great interpretation, comes from emotions that can only come from intense life
experiences. If you took life lightly before any of these huge events, you would not do so
afterwards. They force you to feel deeply. This is not to say that all people who are a part of
traumatic situations will become musical geniuses, but if they have the talent in their genes
already, the intensity of their lives could bring it out. Music could be the only way they can
express their feelings about the horrors that they witnessed, and in that way music is a catharsis.
In addition, music reminds us of the beauty in life, and so serves as an escape. Both catharsis and
escape are useful in dealing with tragic histories and in making interesting music. To be musical,
one must seriously contemplate the world. Only with the kind of contemplation that comes with
a thoughtful observation of the world around you can you begin to understand the music in front
of you.
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Universal Languages
I took a course in college called Art and Democracy, where we discussed how music is a
reflection of cultural values. During the course, each of us was to present a work of art (whether
it be music, a painting, a movie, etc) that we thought was “good” art, and to explain why it is.
This was when I discovered that I supposedly have the musical taste of an aristocrat: a concept
that I fought against as much as I could. Following the presentations of my classmates who
brought in the works of Eminem, Radiohead, and Ani DiFranco, I brought in Tchaikovsky’s 4th
Symphony (CD Track 5). It is one of my favorite pieces of all time. Music critic, Rob Barnett
calls it, “The peak of the six numbered symphonies.”23
Tchaik’s Fourth Symphony is not his most well known. If you think of the Tchaikovsky
Symphonies as siblings, the Fourth is a very talented child that unfortunately is overshadowed by
his also talented, but more popular, brothers. In any other family he would be the star, but born
among such talent, he is somewhat overlooked. Those older brothers are the 5th and 6th
Symphonies. They are performed all the time. A member of my community orchestra says he has
played the 5th Symphony more than any other. The performance we were giving marked his
52nd. And the 6th, also known as the “Pathetique,” is such a dramatic portrayal of a sad end to
life that it is also very popular. Both the 5th and 6th Symphonies made WCRB’s list of "Essential"
classical music. The 4th did not.24
What makes the 4th Symphony less popular? Maybe the happy ending, but Beethoven
ends his 5th with a happy ending. Maybe it is too scary, but much music of the 20th Century is
                    
23
 Barnett, Rob. Tchaikovsky 4th Symphony. MusicWeb. <http://www.musicweb.uk.net/classrev/2002/
Aug02/Tchaikovsky_Alsop.htm>
24  “Essential Classics”, WCRB Radio, <http://140.239.61.3/cgi-bin/univ/univ.pl?page=
essential.html&station=wcrb>
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scarier than this. Or maybe it just is not as good as the others. Tchaikovsky is sometimes unfairly
cast off as dramatic fluff. The classical music experts say that Tchaikovsky was not as good of a
writer when he wrote the 4th. He could always write lush, emotional passages, but he had trouble
making the passages in between as interesting. When he wrote the 6th, he was supposedly better
at this, or at least more experienced, and thus the experts have deemed the symphony to be
better. However, they cast off the 4th because of some compositional flaws, and thus deprive
much of the public of ever hearing this symphony.
The first time I ever heard Tchaikovsky’s 4th Symphony in its entirely was at a Chicago
Symphony Orchestra concert at Symphony Hall. It was in October of 2000, the fall of my
freshman year of college. A friend of mine was planning on buying rush tickets, and invited me
to come. I hadn’t heard of any of the pieces on the program, but the tickets were cheap, and I had
nothing better to do. To listen to Tchaik’s 4th outside of a concert hall, you need to turn it up
really loudly so that the power of the music can physically shake you. Then close your eyes, and
just let the music envelop you. I recommend big, cushy headphones that block out all external
noise.
From the opening fanfare, I was completely blown away. Tchaikovsky uses the French
horns, which have a great military or hunting call sound to them. Along with the horns, he uses
the bassoons in the opening fanfare. You can barely hear them, but they add an edge to the sound
that makes it more menacing. I knew nothing of the traditional meanings associated with the
symphony at this point. I later found out that Tchaikovsky called that opening theme the “fate”
theme, mimicking the general story of Beethoven’s 5th Symphony, which also opens with a
motif of fate. The opening notes clearly sound like a fanfare, but because the piece is in minor, it
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is like an evil fanfare, perhaps warning of an invading army or announcing news so bad you
could almost feel it push you to the ground.
At 0:26, the strings are playing on the beat, and the brass are playing off the beat
(syncopation), and so the battle between the two voices is already clearly drawn. This battle
arises many times throughout this piece. Another example is around 3:34, where the strings and
the winds trade off the same pattern. It is almost like they are exchanging blows.
Starting at 0:31, there are these loud, strong crashing chords, followed by stark silences.
All of the instruments reverberate, but the silence stands as a huge gaping hole. It sounds to me
like in those loud, striking notes, something has been beaten down, or taken away from us, and
thus we are left with these silences. The energy in the opening is so high that those silences
really leave you gasping for breath.
Often in this piece Tchaikovsky writes a lot of three-against-two passages. This is when
one instrument plays two notes to a beat, while at the same time, another instrument plays three.
It sounds like two people yelling at each other at the same time. One is yelling “ONE-TWO-
ONE-TWO,” and the other is yelling “TRI-PLE-ET TRI-PLE-ET.” With each “one-two,” the
other person manages to fit his three syllables of “tri-ple-et.” Listen for that in the music. To me
it is the most basic rhythmic representation of conflict, and there is a lot of it in this symphony.
The next amazing moment to listen for begins at about 10:10, still in the first movement.
It is a gorgeous, luscious rise to an explosive climax. In Leonard Bernstein’s Young People’s
Concerts, he plays this section of the symphony in the show about what music means. His
explanation is, “Did you ever feel you wanted something more than anything else in the world,
and you said so, but they said No, and you said it again: ‘I want it!’ And again they said No, and
again you said louder and more excited, ‘I want it!” and again more excited, ‘I want it!’ until it
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seemed that something would break inside of you and there was nothing left to do but cry?” 25
The “I want it”s start at 10:10 and the crying begins at 10:41 and doesn’t end until 12:05.
The kids in Bernstein’s audience might have been thinking about wanting a bicycle, but
there is nothing to say that this idea is not applicable to more profound desires. You could want a
lost loved one to live again. You could want justice, freedom, or peace. Or, as was the case in
Tchaikovsky’s life, you could want to change your sexual orientation. (We are not certain that
that is specifically what Tchaikovsky was writing about, but the 4th Symphony was written in
the same year as his failed nine-week marriage, and a suicide attempt after he fled from the
marriage. These events certainly must have had an effect on him.)
No matter how many times I have listened to that short passage, I still cannot truly listen
to it without tears trickling my face. And by truly listen, I mean concentrate solely on the music:
close my eyes; imagine I was singing it, as if the notes were coming out of me for the first time.
Even when the music is coming in your ears, it can still feel like it’s coming right out of your
soul. Tchaikovsky has these incredible chords that are so complex, and sometimes so loud, that
they physically make your body shake with the vibrations. These notes feel like they can
penetrate the skin and grab hold of your heart and just squeeze it until you are ready to burst into
tears, and then let go in the most amazing release. To get the ultimate sense of this tension, you
must listen to any piece of music from the beginning. You need to have the emotional buildup
that starts in the first movement of the piece for any of the most heightened moments to drama to
have their full power.
Tchaikovsky’s Fourth Symphony is for those times when you feel upset about something,
but you cannot seem to bring it together enough to just cry and purge your emotions. Yehudi
                    
25   Leonard Bernstein, Young People’s Concerts, ed. Jack Gottlieb (New York: Anchor Books, Doubleday, 1970),
26
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Menuin once said, “Music creates order out of chaos: for rhythm imposes unanimity upon the
divergent, melody imposes continuity upon the disjointed, and harmony imposes compatibility
upon the incongruous.” It gathers all of those confused, upset feelings into a comprehensible
tune. As Tchaikovsky gathers that tune together and explodes it, it is like the music is going
through your body and organizing all of those scattered feelings, gathering them together into a
force that is strong and clear enough to actually emote. Then you can push it as far away as
humanly possible.
This music also helps you bring emotions to the surface because it is like you are
listening to someone else who has the same problems. Because music is abstract, the “I want it”
theme could apply to anything in the world. So no matter who listens to it, it is like he is having a
dialogue with someone else that understands exactly what he is going through. When you finally
find that, that is enough to make anyone cry.
But Tchaikovsky goes beyond just being an understanding voice. In the end the
oppression is defeated! The last movement (CD Track 6) begins with a loud, fast F Major scale.
This major key already marks a transition from the previous minor movements. This movement
sounds like a lively, raucous peasant dance. Of course, at 5:37 in the last movement, just as it
seems like joy will take over all other emotions, the evil fate theme returns again. It refuses to let
the peasants be happy. But the theme does not last long in the last movement. It dies out, as it
gets lower, slower, and quieter. Then the music slowly rises from this quietness with a faster
tempo that shows new life and hope. The piece ends in a lively uproar of music and dance that
just gets faster and faster right to the last note. It crashes to a triumphant finish. The evil fate is
finally completely defeated!
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In Tchaikovsky’s 4th Symphony, you not only get sympathy and understanding of
anguish. You also get a happy ending. When I make it through the whole symphony, I feel like I
have been through hell and high water. It is a journey, and when I make it through, I have
defeated whatever evil forces were bringing me down when I began. It doesn’t actually fix my
external problems, but it does fix the problems in my mind, which tends to be where many
problems come from.
When I presented this evocative piece to my class, I used no musical theory in my
explanation, and based it all on my emotions and reaction to it. Everyone can understand
emotions, right? And if we can all understand emotions, can’t we all understand music that
portrays them? People claim that music is the “universal language.” In some way, yes, it is:
every society has music. However, what I learned that day is music does not have the magical
power that we sometimes attribute to it. Everyone can understand music, but that does not mean
everyone does.
What did my classmates have to say about an amazing symphony? “I just get bored,” said
one. “It sounds like a movie soundtrack,” another said with a smirk. “It’s too melodramatic to
take it seriously.” They all proudly boasted their disinterest one by one, except for the one other
girl who is a classical musician. I wanted to scream, “Don’t you get it?! His world is crumbling
apart! Everything is against him! He is being crushed! Don’t you feel his agony?!” But I
shrugged my shoulders. I can’t force them to like it.
With the state of modern music, each culture has developed for generations in such
different worlds that it takes a great deal of studying to see similarities beyond the fact that all
music is composed of abstract sounds. In the earlier era of classical music, in the Classical era
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(around 1750), aristocrats chose which music everyone should enjoy, and so Mozart’s music was
universal among western cultures. However, with the demise of the aristocracy, innumerable
musical styles have risen in popularity, all with their own voice and structure. Because there are
so many different musical styles to choose from, it is less likely today than it was in 1750 that we
are all going to have the same musical vocabulary and taste. And so as history progresses, music
becomes less and less universal.
I can’t help but wonder if with training, such as spending any amount of time listening to
classical music on a regular basis, everyone could understand this language. I have taken the
requisite “World Music Appreciation” course in college, and I probably sounded the same when
I spoke of Indian ragas. They made no sense to me, and they still don’t. But watching the
musicians play, I can see that they clearly hear much more in the music than I do. I am certain
that with much more training, and hours spent listening to ragas, I would also develop a keen
appreciation for them. A friend of mine, a rock fan, told me how she learned to like Bob Dylan’s
music. The music always seemed to ramble on, without the clear structure and form of
conventional folk music, and it made no sense to her. But once she read the endless pages of
liner notes and spent five days listening to Blood on the Tracks over and over again, she grew to
like and appreciate his music. So although non-classical music usually appears to be more
approachable, it, too, requires some training to enjoy. If everyone would toss aside their
stereotypes and reservations about classical music, and spend five days listening to
Tchaikovsky’s symphonies, a development of a more common classical taste might not be far
off.
However, until this common classical taste is created, there is one aspect that maintains
music’s universality, no matter how much the music itself changes. The writer, Aldous Huxley
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once said, “After silence, that which comes nearest to expressing the inexpressible is music.”
While we all love different music, it serves the same purpose in any society and genre. Music
allows us to express emotions that we are incapable of, or afraid of, expressing in words. It
allows us to express emotions without going through language, which cannot do some feelings
justice. It also allows ideas to remain non-specific, which is often the way they are inside our
minds. Despite the different sounds that we find aesthetically pleasing, we all seek and find the
same things in music: empathy, resolution, satisfaction, escape, understanding, companionship,
and numerous other neccesities to a happy life. Even though we may argue with each other about
which music expresses these qualities better, perhaps the universality of music is the universality
of humanity's need for it.
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